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ABSTRACT
The Road to Completion: Campus-Based Support Services that Lead to an Increase in
Success Rates for Postsecondary Students with Foster Care Experience Using the Six
Factors of Student Success
by Whitney D. Ortega
Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe the
lived experiences of foster youth at California community colleges who have completed
at least one major semester regarding the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement.
Methodology: The researcher identified three community colleges within the state of
California. Of this target population, purposeful sampling was applied to identify
participants that were rich with information and that met specific criteria and 12 students
with experience in the foster care system were identified. The researcher collected and
coded data from in depth interviews.
Findings: Examination of qualitative data from the 12 interviews with community
college students with foster care experience were organized by sub-research questions
and aligned to the six factors of student success framework, identifying the impact that
campus support services have on the academic achievement of community college
students with foster care experience.
Conclusions: The study supported the conclusions that campus staff within the student
support programs creating meaningful connections with students was described as one of
the most impactful services made available to students. Additionally, conclusions were
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that financial assistance for students that extend beyond the cost of attending classes are
just as important when it comes to student retention and capacity for academic success.
Recommendations: Four areas of further research were recommended to increase the
body of literature related to these variables.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Reflect and think for a moment, back to a time when you were 18 years old. In
your mind, visualize and imagine that instead of your previous experience you had an
entirely different experience. You grew up in foster care and faced the same challenges
you previously were faced with. What would that be like? You think back on your
experience of having to move to four different foster homes, adjusting to each with their
own new set of rules, and having to change schools three times during your four years,
resulting in failed classes and several credits lost because they didn’t transfer over to your
new school. You are happy about not having to be in high school anymore, even proud
of yourself for making it out, but uncertain about what your future looks like. During
high school you spoke to a couple of people about college, and your social worker even
completed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and college application
for you because they said this is what was going to be best for you. But still you wonder,
“is college the right choice?”.
Feelings of doubt and insecurities take over. You feel completely overwhelmed
and unprepared, and don’t even know what kind of career you want in the future. You
convince yourself that you are scared, alone, and uncertain about beginning yet another
new school campus. This time it’s bigger, and you are intimidated, and deep down inside
you know that you come with a whole host of challenges, not all of them academic in
nature. This scenario is only a glimpse into the feelings and challenges experienced by
the thousands of foster youth that graduate high school in California each year.
There are currently 13,000 foster youth students currently enrolled within the
community college system in California (California Community Colleges Chancellors
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Office [CCCCO], 2019). Statistically, foster youth persist and complete college level
courses at an average of 60% in comparison to the 73% of general students at a California
community college (California College Pathways, 2019). With such dramatic statistics
that point to low completion rates for foster youth, the community college system has
recently increased supports for students. Many of these programs target marginalized
populations, such as foster youth. While there is an increase in funding for expanded
services, it is unclear whether the services provided are actually working and effectively
address the needs of students to help increase the success rates of marginalized
populations; foster youth continue to struggle in community colleges.
Background
The Foster Care System
Caring for children is said to be the hardest job in the world, and the commitment
to care for all children even those that have been removed from their family’s home due
to being orphaned, abandoned, abused or neglected is a societal issue that many have
attempted to perfect. Government assistance allocated to provide for the needs of
children in foster care has changed dramatically throughout history. Essentially, foster
care has looked to provide temporary housing, and domestic care in a family environment
to children in ages raging from birth to 18 (Chittom & Geraldine, 2018). Despite good
intentions to care for the children in the world that are without parents that can provide
for their basic needs, the foster care system experience brought about a whole new set of
challenges for these kids to overcome.
Due to the nature of providing temporary placements for children, the instability
associated with moving homes and schools frequently, kids that have a history of being in
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the foster care system are at risk of developing unhealthy attachments and relationships
(Bederian-Gardner et al., 2018). In addition to the social and emotional challenges that
children in out of home placement can experience, they also encounter significant
academic obstacles. Learning and mental disabilities, financial, food and housing
insecurities, loss of credits and lack of familiar adult role models are all contributing
factors that can make academic success a challenge (Morton, 2018). Foster youth also
have high rates of suspension and expulsion rates (Morton, 2017) within the school
environment.
Another key aspect identified within research is that once foster youth come to an
age of transitioning into adulthood, they are faced with enormous decisions to be made
about their livelihood (Clemens, Helm, Myers, Thomas, & Tis, 2017). Although the
research shows that foster youth struggle to be academically successful in elementary and
high school, there is a significant amount of foster youth that want to attend and graduate
from college (Bender, Yang, Ferguson, & Thompson, 2015). These statistics point to the
resilience and grit that this population has in order to move past obstacles and towards
independence and a bright future. To achieve these goals, foster youth who attend
community colleges have a unique set of challenges and needs which potentially would
require a different set of support services.
College Support Services
In recent years, many colleges have established support programs to serve the
foster youth population but have been generally unsuccessful in providing services that
meet the wide range of challenges experienced by students, including homelessness and
emotional triggers (Hallett, Westland, & Mo, 2018). In the same way, several sources
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within the literature conclude that providing mental health services within the scope of a
student support program is the appropriate and most beneficial support for the foster
youth population. Dworsky’s (2018) research supports the need to incorporate some sort
of mental health services into the menu of benefits for the students, stating that it is a
necessary and essential piece when working with this particular group. Similarly, along
with these challenges, trauma and other mental disorders have also presented as another
obstacle that these youth have to overcome in order to do well in school. Trauma has
been known to cause difficulty adjusting to change, or as simple as paying attention long
enough to sit through a lecture (Hallet et al., 2018). In contrast to this, other researchers
note the many struggles and challenges that foster youth face transitioning out of care and
into adulthood. For instance, challenges include stable housing, food insecurity, and lack
of family support or a mentor (Piel, 2018). Piel (2018) continually argues that even more
importantly, programs should be addressing and focusing on the development of practical
skills such as time management, healthy coping skills, and problem-solving to set
students up for success. More importantly, Hernandez and Naccarato (2010) state that it
is essential to take into consideration the academic obstacles that foster youth frequently
enter college with which include academic challenges in writing and math, requiring
remedial classes. Colleges are trying to make great strides in designing and expanding
the most effective programs, and recent legislation such as SB 1023 has begun to address
the needs of foster youth students, in particular those attending post-secondary
educational institutions by providing funds for additional services (California Legislative
Information, 2014).
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In 2014 the Cooperating Agencies Foster Youth Educational Support, now known
as the NextUp program, was approved by the California State Governor for the purpose
of encouraging the enrollment, retention and transfer of foster youth at the community
colleges, authorizing 10 community college districts to provide “additional funds for
services in support of postsecondary education for foster youth” (California Legislative
Information, 2014, para. 1). Legislation outlines the specific services that colleges are
approved to provide to current and former foster youth students on their campuses.
Services include but are not limited to outreach and recruitment, academic counseling,
textbooks and educational supplies, and other related services. The California
Community Colleges Chancellors Office (CCCCO) website reports that this additional
funding hopes to reach the nearly 13,000 foster youth that are enrolled in the California
community colleges. Historically, programs have focused on increasing access for foster
youth at the colleges, however now outcomes have shifted to increasing the transfer and
completion rates for this population of students.
Campus support programs aim to reach out and provide additional services to
current and former foster youth mainly in response to overwhelming statistics and
persistent research showing the low percentage of foster youth that matriculate into
postsecondary education, and an even lower percentage that complete their degree
(Dworsky, 2018). While several colleges and universities all over the country offer
common assistance within their programs, often their efforts have not been able to meet
all of the unique challenges experienced by foster youth because they do not include the
voices of the foster students themselves (Miller, Benner, Kheibari, & Washington, 2017).
Additional research offer suggestions and strategies on how to complement or revamp
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already existing support programs, including a focus on mental health services, a
mentoring component, and substance abuse prevention services (Salazar, Haggerty, &
Roe, 2016).
There is a significant need to identify potential resolutions to closing the
educational achievement gaps for current and former foster youth specifically at the
community college level. Dworsky (2018) highlights the low number of students in the
foster care system that complete the college matriculation process as well as some of the
challenges that they face, such as housing and food insecurity, past trauma, and access to
resources. In addition to these obstacles, foster youth frequently enter college with
academic challenges in writing and math, requiring remedial classes (Hernandez &
Naccarato, 2010). Taking this into consideration, foster youth will be directly impacted
by California state legislation AB 705 which once it is implemented, it will require
colleges to modify course placement tools to include multiple measures and revise and
possibly remove basic skills courses (California Legislative Information, 2017). These
key facts make the case for further research on specific strategies that are essential to best
support foster students, guiding them towards degree and/or certificate completion,
working within the new timeline set by AB 705.
With the recent attention and funding focused on the access and completion of
foster youth in postsecondary institutions, campuses have been given the charge to design
innovative programs and identify what services or factors play an essential part in getting
more foster youth students to the graduation finish line.
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Factors that Affect Academic Success for Foster Youth
Research shows that students that successfully complete any level of postsecondary education or training are more likely to obtain stable employment, housing,
and see an increase in job satisfaction (Piel, 2018). Postsecondary completion is difficult
for foster youth given the unique challenges they face, such as frequent moving,
attending multiple schools, a history of traumatic events, housing and food insecurity,
and difficulty navigating the complicated educational system (Hallett, 2018). Completing
any level of post-secondary education would contribute greatly to current and former
foster youth setting a strong foundation for their futures, particularly if they complete
transfer-level coursework. However, current equity data from Riverside City College
shows significantly low rates of foster youth that attempt transfer level courses that will
lead them to transferring to a 4-year university after graduating from a community
college. The inability to persist long enough to complete graduation requirements
continues to be a roadblock for not only foster youth students but other groups identified
by equity data reports. Specifically, Riverside City College equity data shows that
African American and Latino males are also included in the populations on campus that
are least likely to transfer and/or graduate.
Food and Housing Insecurity
As foster youth transition into the higher education system, for many of them they
are also transitioning into adulthood. At a time when most traditional college students
only worry about finding their classrooms the first day of the semester, most foster youth
are thrown into self-sufficiency, and challenged to secure stability in their lives. They are
forced to make important decisions about where they are going to sleep and where their
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next meal is coming from (Lemus, Farruggia, Germo, & Chang, 2017). Research
confirms that access to comfortable living arrangements and enough nutritious food is an
essential component to performing at ones best, and therefore linked to experiencing
success inside the classroom (Huang, Fernandez, Rhoden, & Joseph, 2018). Recent
legislation (AB 12) allows qualifying foster youth the opportunity to choose to remain in
the foster care system past the age of 18. With access to many of the housing and
financial supports and caring adults that remaining in the system brings, non-minor
dependents are now given the opportunity for a smoother transition into post-secondary
education with additional resources readily available (Kinarsky, 2017).
Trauma and Mental Health
The literature surrounding providing mental health services within the scope of a
student support program in a community college setting all seem to view it as a
promising and beneficial support for the foster youth population. Dworsky’s (2018)
research supports the need to incorporate some sort of mental health services into the
menu of benefits for the students, stating that it is a necessary and essential piece when
working with this particular group. Other research notes the many struggles and
challenges that foster youth face transitioning out of care and into adulthood, and
becoming a successful student tends to make things more complex. Some of these
challenges include stable housing, food insecurity, lack of family support, or a mentor
(Piel, 2018). But along with these challenges, trauma and other mental disorders have
also presented as another obstacle that these youth have to overcome in order to do well
in school. Trauma has been known to cause difficulty adjusting to change, or as simple
as paying attention long enough to sit through a lecture (Hallet et al., 2018).
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The argument does not lie with whether providing mental health services to foster
youth would be beneficial or not, but to what degree support programs should interject
these specific services. Should mental health at the college only be focused on school
specific topics such as stress reduction during finals week, or creating a school-life
balance? Or would it make more of an impact to address PTSD, and substance abuse?
The literature clearly agrees that mental health issues should be addressed in one
form or another in the context of the student support services, with the majority of
research stating that programs do not do enough to support the student as a whole person
indicating that additional services should address more intensive mental health issues.
Ideas for future research in this area makes a case for making mental health the center or
main support for students and building programs around working to help students from
the inside out.
Other Factors to Consider
Research in the area of increasing completion rates for foster youth students at a
California community college, would provide insight as to the challenges that prevent
foster youth from progressing in their educational journeys and provide promising
interventions that schools can put into place to better meet the needs of the students.
Research in several schools shows that providing foster youth with academic supports
such as tutoring and academic advising is inadequate (Hernandez, & Naccarato, 2010).
Dworsky (2018) highlights the lack of services that focus on the other parts of a student’s
life as well as in addition to school. Taking into consideration new California legislation,
the Guided Pathways initiative and the current Vision for Success directed from the
California Community Colleges Chancellor, schools across the state have the opportunity
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to focus on the current needs of students, and work to create programs that serve the
student as a whole. The new legislation and initiatives provide opportunities to conduct
research to identify what factors facilitate or inhibit foster youth persistence in the
completion of postsecondary education.
Essentially, having the desire to help increase completion rates for foster youth in
postsecondary education requires awareness and knowledge of several other barriers to
academic success include but are not limited to: (a) family issues (biological, guardian,
foster or adoptive), (b) trust and unhealthy relationships, (c) substance abuse and
addiction, (d) financial limitations, (e) employment, (f) pregnancy and/or parenting, etc.
(Neal, 2017). With the understanding that each student is unique and cookie cutter
approaches to supporting students has not produced the desired outcomes, programs have
to transform services to uplift the student as a whole and provide the support that foster
youth do not have in their lives.
Statement of the Research Problem
Community college students have been successful in attaining knowledge and
skills, yet for many, the community college journey was not typical. Some attend
community colleges due to financial difficulties, others attend due to reasons such as
academics or athletics. Students who grew up in foster care make up a small subset of
community college students, only approximately 13,000 students who have transitioned
from the foster care system attend a California community college (CCCCO, 2019).
Much has been researched and published on the foster care system (Bender, 2015;
Hallett, 2018; Piel, 2018), with studies ranging from historical trends to current best
practices within the foster care system. One study speaks to the vulnerability of the foster
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youth population due to past trauma, frequent changes in foster homes, and loss of credits
due to changes in schools (Piel, 2018). And yet with a plethora of potential obstacles,
still 85% of foster youth in high school have reported that they aspire to create a better
future for themselves through education (California Colleges Pathways, 2019).
Additionally, much has been researched on the topic of college support services
(Dworsky, 2018; Hallet et al., 2018; Hernandez & Naccarato, 2010). These authors
highlight some of the college support systems that are being implemented today. Some
examples of college support available to foster youth include the Guardian Scholars
program as well as the Extended Opportunities Program and Services (EOPS). Programs
such as these strive to provide academic resources and make them readily available to
foster youth students.
Moreover, while there are support systems in place for many college students,
there appears to be few studies that have been conducted on the factors that affect
academic success for foster youth (Hallett et al., 2018; Piel, 2018). Some of these factors
include food and housing insecurity (Huang, 2018), trauma and mental health (Hallet et
al., 2018; Piel, 2018). While campus supports aim to assist with the academic challenges
that foster youth face, the research highlights that programs are insufficiently meeting the
personal needs of students (Dworsky, 2018).
While many studies have been conducted and published on foster youth, the
effectiveness of college support systems and factors that impact foster youth’s success in
college, little is known on how these three important variables intersect. Trends in the
research point to an urgent need to understand how to better support foster youth in
community colleges and positively impact the rate at which they progress to completion.
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Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe the lived
experiences of foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester regarding the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement.
Central Question
This phenomenological study was guided by the following research question:
How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at least one
major semester identify and describe the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement?
Research Sub-Questions
Five research sub-questions were developed to help guide the study.
1. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of academic support
on their academic achievement?
2. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of financial
assistance and resources on their academic achievement?
3. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of access to
dedicated space on campus on their academic achievement?
4. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of support from
program staff and faculty on their academic achievement?
12

5. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of inclusive campus
engagement opportunities on their academic achievement?
Significance of the Problem
This study focuses on how support programs in community colleges help foster
youth students in their pursuit of a post-secondary degree or certificate. This study is also
examining the feedback from the student’s perspective, and is significant in the following
three ways.
First, it adds to the existing body of literature on foster youth and the
effectiveness of the supports they receive in college. Dworsky (2018) speaks to some of
the challenges that foster youth students face, such as housing and food insecurity, past
trauma, academic challenges and access to resources. While Dworsky and others have
published on how foster youth have struggled in college, little is known about how well
the services that they have at the colleges meet the needs of the students. Findings from
this study would extend the body of literature published because it would offer solutions
to problems that Dworsky and others have identified, as well as recommend specific
strategies that can utilize resources efficiently.
Second, while there are many support programs for foster youth to access, little is
known on how effective these programs are. By investigating the lived experiences of
foster youth in specific support programs, findings from this study can also help those
that are designing and implementing these programs by allowing them the ability to
create services that address true barriers as described by the students. For example,
should this study find foster youth respond better to peer-to-peer mentoring, and are
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finding this helpful in building meaningful relationships on campus, then programs that
focus on foster youth can use these findings to intentionally design peer-to-peer
mentoring opportunities.
Finally, in response to AB 705, and SB 1023, colleges throughout the state have
been making plans to change the culture of access, student support, and equity on their
campuses in order to meet the new standards of student success. These two pieces of
legislation are directly linked to increasing the completion rates of students. Findings
from this study can inform policy makers on how the laws are being strategically
executed, help colleges assess the efficiency of their support programs as it relates to
student completion, and inform best practices for practitioners in the field.
Definitions
Academic success. Academic success can be described by several different units
of measure. For the purpose of this study, the researcher has defined the completion of a
minimum of 12 units and one major semester at a California community college as the
definition of achieving academic success.
Academic support. Refers to the resources that are provided by the college that are
specifically designed to support the courses that students are enrolled in. This includes
tutoring services, both in-person and online, supplemental instruction, and the writing
center.
Access to dedicated space on campus. Refers to a dedicated location on campus
specifically designed to serve a specific population of students such as foster youth. This
space can serve as a place for students to engage with college staff to connect with the
campus, and receive assistance navigating the college system. Additionally, the space

14

serves as a place for studying with access to computers, printers, resources, and other
essential school supplies. Finally, a dedicated space should serve as a space for students
to come in to interact with a community of students.
Campus support services. Most California community colleges provide specific
programs on campus designed to support students of a specific target population. There
are a variety of programs that meet this criterion such as Guardian Scholars, EOPS,
CalWORKS, TRIO, etc. These programs are designed to meet the unique needs of
students, offering a variety of services including but not limited to textbook assistance,
access to basic needs, campus and community resources, and personalized academic
counseling. For the purpose of this study, the campus support services specifically
examined are found within the programs designed to support current and former foster
youth college students, and include: (a) academic support, (b) financial assistance and
resources, (c) access to dedicated space on campus, (d) support from program staff & and
faculty, and (e) inclusive campus engagement opportunities.
Financial assistance and Rand resources. Refers to providing monetary
assistance to ensure that students have the financial means to continue to be a college
student and provide the basic necessities for themselves. Financial assistance includes
assistance with completing the FAFSA, payment of mandatory student fees each term,
textbook assistance, meal vouchers, gift cards, and assistance with any emergency
situations that may arise. The resources consist of applying for academic grants,
transitional housing applications, financial literacy educational programs, and county
assistance programs such as CalFresh and MediCal.
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Foster care experience. For the purpose of this study, this term describes an
individual that was removed from their family of origin for reasons of maltreatment,
abuse, or neglect and was placed in the foster care system, receiving care in an out-ofhome placement. Foster care experience is the primary criteria outlined by the research
methodology, stating that the participants at any point in their childhood must have had
an open case with a Department of Social Services.
Inclusive campus engagement opportunities. Refers to a variety of engagement
strategies that have been created to keep students active on college campuses. Such
strategies can include (a) field trips, (b) student employment opportunities, and other
events/celebrations on campus, (c) college theater performances, (d) music concerts, or
(e) attendance to athletic matches. Other strategies also may include a student’s
participation in a college club, or associated student government. Any tactic that college
staff/faculty use to keep a student’s attention on being an active member of the campus
community.
Lived experiences. Patton (2015) describes phenomenological approaches such as
lived experience as focus on examining how human beings make sense of, perceive, and
feel about their experiences (p. 115). This qualitative measure used in this study
describes the testimony of the participants as it relates to their personal experiences and
opinions on the effectiveness of student support programs that they have participated in
as a student with foster care experience.
Support from program staff and faculty. This term speaks to the degree that
college staff and faculty play a role in a student’s success. Students have the capacity to
seek out mentors on campus that are available. Relationships can create a connection to
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the college, keep students engaged and increase the probability that the student will
remain on their academic track to completion and graduation.
Delimitations
This study was delimited to students that were in foster care attending Riverside
City College, Moreno Valley College or Norco College in Riverside County, California
that met the following criteria:
•

Completed a minimum of one major semester at a California community
college.

•

Has previous experience in the foster care system.

•

Engaged in participation in the campus support program for foster youth at
their respective college.

•

Agreed to willingly participate in this study using a remote method of
communication.

•

Of those who agreed to participate, 12 were chosen with the attempt to spread
the selections equally among the colleges within the district.
Organization of the Study

This study was organized as a qualitative, phenomenological study based on the
voluntary participation of college students with experience in foster care. Participants are
current students that attend Riverside City College, Moreno Valley College or Norco
College. The study was guided by one research question. Chapter I provides an
overview of the historical, cultural, and social frameworks of the academic success and
educational outcomes of current and former foster youth, as well as essential information
related to student support services that California community colleges may provide on
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campus. It further explores unique challenges that this target population face, followed
by the research problem, the purpose of the study, the research question, a statement of
the problem’s significance, definitions of terms that are relevant to the study, and the
delimitations of the study. Chapter II provides a comprehensive review and analysis of
the literature as it relates to the academic successes of foster youth, common barriers
affecting this population, the effectiveness of student support services at a community
college, and other topics relevant to the study. Chapter III describes the research
methodology that was utilized to conduct the study. Chapter IV presents the data
gathered through the study, and Chapter V highlights the researcher’s findings,
conclusions, and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This literature review examines the effectiveness of student support programs that
have been put into place at the California community colleges. Particularly as it relates to
the academic achievements of our most vulnerable student populations that are enrolled
in these institutions. The review begins by examining the historical educational trends
for current and former foster youth in terms of persistence and graduation rates. The
literature review will also explore the unique sets of challenges that our students with a
background in foster care experience, and how that can influence the gaps we see in the
academic success for foster youth in comparison to other student groups. Additionally,
this review will look at the many educational legislation, initiatives, and programs that
have been established to serve this student population. Finally, the researcher explores
what services have been implemented specifically at the California community college in
an effort to close pervasive achievement gaps. This overview serves to set the stage for
this study, and identifies and defines the variables used throughout this research.
The Foster Care System
“When a child of the streets stands before you in rags, with a tear-stained face,
you cannot easily forget him. And yet, you are perplexed what to do. The human soul is
difficult to interfere with. You hesitate how far you should go.” – Charles Loring Brace
A definition by the Child Welfare Information Gateway (2019) states,
Foster care (also known as out-of-home care) is a temporary service provided by
States for children who cannot live with their families. Children in foster care
may live with relatives or with unrelated foster parents. Foster care can also refer

19

to placement settings such as group homes, residential care facilities, emergency
shelters, and supervised independent living. (Foster Care section)
Services are provided to children and families when children are removed from their
home due to abuse and/or neglect. In 2018, in the United States there were an estimated
437,283 children in foster care (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2020).
Throughout history the overall idea and structure of caring for children without
families has evolved dramatically. The goal and actions taken in an effort to care for
these children have been shaped by the values and principles of society during specific
eras. It becomes important to have an understanding of the historical context in which
the foster care system was built, the standard of care that was acceptable, and available
resources for the children that were entrusted in the care of the government.
Beginning in the 1850s children that did not have families to support them had
limited choices within society. With an increase in immigration, major cities found
themselves with thousands of children forced to fend for themselves and survive living
on the streets. Others were forced into indentured servant situations, not ideal, but they
had access to sufficient food and shelter. In an effort to find efficient ways to move more
children out of the cities and into the homes of families across the country, in 1854 the
Orphan Train concept was developed and first implemented by Charles Loring Brace, the
founder of the Children’s Aid Society (Brown, 2011). Approximately 200,000 children
form major cities located on the east coast that found themselves in need of government
support for their basic needs were transported across the country, in search of an
opportunity to be adopted by a family.
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In 1912, the U. S. Children’s Bureau was signed into law by President William
Howard Taft and was established with the mission and dedication of supporting and
improving the welfare of children and families, and address many of the factors that led
to children living on the street (Lindenmeyer, 2011). In the 1920s the number of Orphan
Trains decreased sharply. During that time, states began passing laws that prohibited
placing children across state lines. As federal and state governments began evaluating
alternative ways to support families, the use of the Orphan Trains was not necessary.
Since that time, many community organizations and agencies within federal and
state governments have developed programs with dedicated services for children that
have lost their parents, or removed from their homes. Children can be removed from
their family home as a “result of maltreatment, lack of care, or lack of supervision”
(Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2019, p. 11). The Child Welfare Information
Gateway provides further clarification on how the federal government provides guidance
to state laws concerning the definition of child abuse and neglect. The Federal Child
Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA) definition states that at a minimum
•

Any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parent or caretaker, which
results in the death, serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse or
exploitation; or

•

An act or failure to act which presents an imminent risk or serious harm
(Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2019).

California State Statutes allow for more in depth and specific standards for child
care. State law outlines detailed language identifying what constitutes child abuse and
what circumstances would result in a child becoming a dependent of the state. Clear
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guidance can be found in specific area of physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse/
exploitation, neglect, abandonment, standards of reporting, person’s responsible for the
child, and exceptions (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2019).
In October 2008, President Bush signed into law the Fostering Connection to
Success and Increasing Adoptions Act (H.R. 6893). This encouraged the placement of
children with permanent families through adoption or kinship. The federal government
supported this law through Title IV-E funds for youth in the foster care system until the
age of 21. Prior to this, many youth were forced to emancipate or transition out of care at
the age of 18 without any real plans set into place. Many found themselves in an
unfortunate situation of having to fend for themselves without emotional, social, or
financial support. A high percentage of youth that existed foster care at 18 years old
faced significant challenges of securing safe and stable housing, obtaining plentiful and
nutritious food, and establishing healthy relationships. With the struggle of having to
provide all their basic needs to survive, it was not surprising that very few youth with
foster care experience attended postsecondary educational institutions. Then in October
2010, the law was modified to extend care again to the age of 21, and placed a level of
accountability onto the states and counties that serve these youth. The law stated that
each transition aged youth must have a plan for exiting the foster care system at least
three months before prior to emancipating (Sullivan-Vance, 2018).
All children that enter the foster care system, despite their age, experience
extreme emotional distress. The initial removal of a child from their family of origin is a
traumatic event whether or not it was seen as the best way to keep that child safe.
Children are challenged with emotions of grief, anger, isolation, uncertainty, and feelings
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of hopelessness. Foster care placements can last for various amount of time, depending
on the details of the child’s case. Although it is the goal of the social services agencies to
preserve the original family unit with reunification, this is not always possible, so
permanency becomes the priority (Bell & Romano, 2017). The living environment for a
child in the foster care system can vary. In the past, children may have been placed with
a foster family, or even a relative, and still many children were placed in a group home.
Unfortunately, it is common for foster children to move placements many times, causing
yet another disruption in their lives that can increase the likelihood to develop behavioral,
social, academic problems, distrust of caregivers and negative self-esteem (Humphreys et
al., 2015).
In an effort to revamp the foster care system from an agency caring for children
primarily through group home placement, the California Department of Social Services
led the charge in passing AB 403, naming it The Continuum of Care Reform (CCR)
(California Legislative Information, 2015). The promise of CCR is to redesign the social
services department and equip them to better meet the needs of the children in their care.
By eliminating long-term placement in congregate care, or group homes, CCR aims to
provide children with supportive services within a home-based family setting (California
Department of Education [CDE], 2018). With the vision and goal of CCR being to
provide children with a permanent and stable family, the California Department of Social
Services also implemented Children and Family Team (CFT) meetings for each youth incare. This case planning service is designed to bring together the youth and all of the
people in their life. By prioritizing the lived experiences of the child, the group listens
then collaborates on most appropriate resources and services to move forward in caring
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for this child (CDE, 2018). The CFT meetings have been foundational in reinventing the
modern day foster care system.
The responsibility of caring for children in the foster care system is always
changing and evolving. From the initial community groups that saw a need to help
children living on the streets, to the multiple government agencies developed for the
specific purpose of serving and protecting society’s most vulnerable population. The
modern protections target not only basic needs of housing and food, but also includes
protecting a child’s right to an education. In 2018, there was an estimated 437,283
children in the United States foster care system (Child Welfare Information Gateway,
2020), and the following sections will consist of an examination into the many challenges
and hurdles that students with a background in foster care face, and how these factors
play into the generalized poorer academic outcomes for this population.
Academic Achievement for Foster Youth
The heart of this study examines the effectiveness of student supports that have
played an essential factor in the academic achievement of students with a background in
foster care. Therefore, it is essential to lay out the evidence of past trends of academic
achievement. In 2018, there were 57,672 youth under the age of 21 in the California
foster care system. The National Data Archive on Child Abuse and Neglect (2019)
reports that in 2019, 3,273 transition-aged youth in California existed out of the foster
care system (2019). Students with a foster care background in California graduate high
school at an alarming rate of 54% compared to the 83% of their non-foster peers (CDE,
2018). Further narrowing the scope by focusing on Riverside County in the Southern
California region, where there were 4,617 youth in foster care, the third largest
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population of foster youth in the state behind Los Angeles and San Bernardino Counties.
Foster youth students have slightly better outcomes in regards to high school graduation
rates. In 2018, Riverside County Office of Education reports that 66% of their foster
youth graduated compared to the 90% general student population. The graduation rates
for the foster youth population is by far the lowest achieving subgroup of students, even
when including homeless students and students with disabilities (Educational Results
Partnerships, 2019).
There are many complex challenges that affect the lived experience of foster
youth. It is no surprise that when an individual is struggling to survive, it is easy to
understand how the root of persistently low academic achievement rates are just a result
of the compounded obstacles. These challenges include but are not limited to frequent
changes in their placements causing a disruption in their studies, as well as a loss of
credits or partial credits during the transition. Other factors that are taken into
consideration when evaluating the reasoning behind low rates of success for foster youth
in the K12 system is the substantially high rates of absenteeism, suspension, and
expulsions. The California Department of Education (CDE) recognizes that foster youth
are one of the most academically at-risk populations of students. The CDE closely
monitors the educational outcomes for foster youth and distributes an annual report to
multiple agencies to ensure that the students that receive the resources and support they
need. According to the CDE, California School Dashboard for the 2018-2019 school
year, foster youth fell within alarming rates with 20.1% of students being chronically
absent. Additionally, during the same 2018-2019 school year, the California School
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Dashboard reports that 14.6% of foster youth students were suspended from school at
least once.
Benefits of Higher Education for Current and Former Foster Youth
Despite the persistently low educational outcomes for many students that have
experience in the foster care system, it is also important to note the remarkably high
percentage of high school foster youth that report wanting to continue their education
after high school graduation. In a study published by California College Pathways
(2019), 83% of foster youth students stated that they want to enroll in college. Students
with a background in the foster care system understand the enormous challenges that they
are going to be met with once they leave or emancipate out of the foster care system.
They understand that education is an opportunity to begin to build their future. The
benefits of obtaining the knowledge and skills will serve them well in moving towards a
life where they are in the position to take care of themselves and no longer rely on
government assistance for survival. A study by Baum, Ma, and Payea (2010) revealed
that higher education is associated with lower levels of unemployment and poverty,
leading to a decreased usage of public social services (2010).
With the abundance of options offered by an institution of higher education,
students have the unique opportunity to look for degrees, programs of study, or career &
technical education (CTE) certificates that fit best into their specific life situation. For
instance, Riverside Community College District, comprised of three separate colleges,
located in southern California offers more than 100 wide-ranging programs to aid
students no matter what their educational goals are. Some students are seeking to transfer
to a four-year college or university, a two-year degree, a professional certificate,
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occupational training, or simply to update their skills (Riverside Community College
District, 2019). With so many options available, offering both flexibility in time it takes
to complete it and commitment, students that complete a certificate program can gain
essential knowledge and skills needed to land good jobs and contribute to our
communities. Students that have experienced the foster care system are often times
drawn to educational programs that allow them to acquire specific skills in a short period
of time in order to begin applying their expertise through employment. Securing
employment leads to financial independence, stable housing options, and providing for
their most basic needs. For many students that have experiences in foster care, obtaining
these goals are laying the groundwork for their future. Research has shown us that
students are most likely to reach for their full potential once students have the security of
housing, food, and support (Dworsky, 2018).
Furthermore, Baum et al. (2010) highlight that in addition to the financial benefits
of securing employment, those that receive training from an institution of higher
education are also granted certain nonfinancial rewards. This can include lower smoking
rates, an increase in positive mental health, and lower incarceration rates (Baum, Ma, &
Payea, 2010). Important intangibles such as increased confidence, growth, and selfmotivation are life skills that are certain to make a significant impact not only on their
lives but have the capacity to be passed down to future generations.
Postsecondary Attainment for Students with a Foster Care Background
The many issues that contribute to the statistical facts mentioned above are further
explored throughout this paper. The challenges experienced by this population are
unique from the general student at all levels of education. In the state of California, 116
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community colleges are accountable for serving 2.1 million students each year.
Approximately 13,000 foster youth students currently enrolled within the community
college system in California (CCCCO, 2021), serving the highest number of current and
former foster youth with a higher education system in the nation. Statistically, foster
youth persist and complete college level courses at an average of 60% in comparison to
the 73% of general students at a California community college (California College
Pathways, 2019), and only between 3% and 11% of foster youth actually graduate
(McNair, Heldman-Holguin, & Dworsky 2018). In 2019-2020, Riverside Community
College District, which includes Riverside City College, Moreno Valley College, and
Norco College enrolled 1,435 students that self-identified as foster youth. Many of the
students that qualify to participate in the colleges support programs do in fact take
advantage of the services offered by the colleges. During the fall 2020 semester, Moreno
Valley College served 78 students, Riverside City College served 193 students, and
Norco College served 56 students. This district serves one of the highest populations of
foster youth in the state of California (RCCD Government Relations, 2019). Current
equity data from Riverside City College shows significantly low rates of foster youth that
attempt transfer level courses that will lead them to transferring to a 4-year university of
graduating from a community college. This data helps to understand that by not even
attempting the courses students need to graduate, they are prolonging their time at the
institution, which presents yet another roadblock for not only foster youth students but
also other groups identified by equity data reports (Riverside City College, 2018). With
an increase in the number of students with foster care experience now attending
California community colleges, identifying and addressing the factors that contribute to
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the widening gap in postsecondary educational attainment is essential to college
administrators and program staff who specifically serve this population.
Key Terms
For clarity, below is the identification and definition of key terms that are utilized
throughout this paper:
Academic success. Academic success can be described by several different units
of measure. For the purpose of this study, the researcher has defined the completion of a
minimum of 12 units and one major semester at a California community college as the
definition of achieving academic success.
Academic support. Refers to the resources that are provided by the college that are
specifically designed to support the courses that students are enrolled in. This includes
tutoring services, both in-person and online, supplemental instruction, and the writing
center.
Access to dedicated space on campus. A dedicated location on campus
specifically designed to serve a specific population of students such as foster youth. This
space can serve as a place for students to engage with college staff to connect with the
campus, and receive assistance navigating the college system. Additionally, the space
serves as a place for studying with access to computers, printers, resources, and other
essential school supplies. Finally, a dedicated space should serve as a space for students
to come in to interact with a community of students.
Campus support services. Most California community colleges provide specific
programs on campus designed to support students of a specific target population. There
are a variety of programs that meet this criterion such as Guardian Scholars, EOPS,
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CalWORKS, TRIO, etc. These programs are designed to meet the unique needs of
students, offering a variety of services including but not limited to textbook assistance,
access to basic needs, campus and community resources, and personalized academic
counseling. For the purpose of this study, the campus support services specifically
examined are found within the programs designed to support current and former foster
youth college students, and include: (a) academic support, (b) financial assistance & and
resources, (c) access to dedicated space on campus, (d) support from program staff & and
faculty, and (e) inclusive campus engagement opportunities.
Extended foster care. A youth that chooses to remain in the foster care system
past the age of 18 under AB 12 legislation passed in 2016.
Financial assistance and Rand resources. Providing monetary assistance to
ensure that students have the financial means to continue to be a college student and
provide the basic necessities for themselves. Financial assistance includes assistance
with completing the FAFSA, payment of mandatory student fees each term, textbook
assistance, meal vouchers, gift cards, and assistance with any emergency situations that
may arise. The resources consist of applying for academic grants, transitional housing
applications, financial literacy educational programs, and county assistance programs
such as CalFresh and MediCal.
Former foster youth. A young person that was at one point in the foster care
system, but has since emancipated or transitioned out of foster care.
Foster care experience. For the purpose of this study, this term describes an
individual that was removed from their family of origin for reasons of maltreatment,
abuse, or neglect and was placed in the foster care system, receiving care in an out-of-
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home placement. Foster care experience is the primary criteria outlined by the research
methodology, stating that the participants at any point in their childhood must have had
an open case with a Department of Social Services.
Foster youth. A child or adolescent who is currently is the foster care system.
Inclusive campus engagement opportunities. A variety of engagement strategies
have been created to keep students active on college campuses. Such strategies can
include field trips, student employment opportunities, and other events/celebrations on
campus, college theater performances, music concerts, or attendance to athletic matches.
Other strategies also may include a student’s participation in a college club, or associated
student government. Any tactic that college staff/faculty use to keep a student’s attention
on being an active member of the campus community.
Lived experiences. Patton (2015) describes phenomenological approaches such as
lived experience as focus on examining how human beings make sense of, perceive, and
feel about their experiences (p. 115). This qualitative measure used in this study
describes the testimony of the participants as it relates to their personal experiences and
opinions on the effectiveness of student support programs that they have participated in
as a student with foster care experience.
Support from program staff and faculty. This term speaks to the degree that
college staff and faculty play a role in a student’s success. Students have the capacity to
seek out mentors on campus that are available. Relationships can create a connection to
the college, keep students engaged and increase the probability that the student will
remain on their academic track to completion and graduation.
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Contributing Factors and Challenges
Caring for children is said to be the hardest job in the world, and the commitment
to care for all children even those that have been removed from their family’s home due
to being orphaned, abandoned, abused or neglected is a societal issue that many have
attempted to perfect. Government assistance allocated to provide for the needs of
children in foster care has changed dramatically throughout history. Essentially, foster
care has looked to provide temporary housing, and domestic care in a family environment
to children in ages raging from birth to 18 (Chittom & Geraldine, 2018). Despite good
intentions to care for the children in the world that are without parents that can provide
for their basic needs, the foster care system experience brought about a whole new set of
challenges for these kids to overcome.
Due to the nature of providing temporary placements for children, the instability
associated with moving homes and schools frequently, kids that have a history of being in
the foster care system are at risk of developing unhealthy attachments and relationships
(Bederian-Gardner et al., 2018). In addition to the social and emotional challenges that
children in out of home placement can experience, they also encounter significant
academic obstacles. Learning and mental disabilities, financial, food and housing
insecurities, loss of credits and lack of familiar adult role models are all contributors that
can make academic success a challenge (Morton, 2018). Foster youth also have high
rates of suspension and expulsion rates (Morton, 2017) within the school environment.
In contrast to this, other researchers note the many struggles and challenges that foster
youth face transitioning out of care and into adulthood. Young adults are finding
themselves in a position where they are solely responsible for their basic needs without
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the support of family, and often times left feeling isolated. For instance, challenges
include stable housing, food insecurity, and lack of family support or a mentor (Piel,
2018). Additionally, transition aged foster youth continue to have high pregnancy and
early parenthood rates (McNair, Heldman-Holguin, & Dworsky 2018). This added
pressure and responsibility of caring for and raising children during this fragile stage in
their lives can lead to intensified feelings of distress and anxiety. The availability and
affordability also plays a significant part in a student’s ability to attend college.
Academically Unprepared
There has been a long-standing conversation surrounding the significant number
of students are underprepared for college courses. Students that have consistently
struggled with their studies throughout high school often times are beginning their
postsecondary journey’s without any idea of what it takes to be a successful college
student. Tritelli (2003) notes that 53% of students are lacking in academic preparedness
when they enter college. This study goes on to identify the specific skills students are
lacking in are in the three basic areas of reading, writing and math. Lacking the
foundation for the basic areas of education, leads students to first complete remedial
coursework before they can move on to courses that meet the requirements for graduation
and/or transfer. This delay in course taking extends the amount of time and effort that a
student must spend in school.
Food and Housing Insecurity
As foster youth transition into the higher education system, for many of them they
are also transitioning into adulthood. At a time when most students only concern is find
their classrooms the first day of the semester, most foster youth are thrown into self-
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sufficiency, and challenged to secure stability in their lives. They are forced to make
important decisions about where they are going to sleep, and where their next meal is
coming from (Lemus et al., 2017). Research confirms that access to comfortable living
arrangements and enough nutritious food is an essential component to performing at ones
best, and therefore linked to experiencing success inside the classroom (Huang et al.,
2018). Recent legislation (AB 12) allows qualifying foster youth the opportunity to
choose to remain in the foster care system past the age of 18. With access to many of the
housing and financial supports and caring adults that remaining in the system brings, nonminor dependents are now given the opportunity to for a smoother transition into postsecondary education with additional resources readily available (Kinarsky, 2017).
Trauma and Mental Health
The literature surrounding providing mental health services within the scope of a
student support program in a community college setting all seem to view it as a
promising and beneficial support for the foster youth population. Dworsky’s (2018)
research supports the need to incorporate some sort of mental health services into the
menu of benefits for the students, stating that it is a necessary and essential piece when
working with this particular group. Other research notes the many struggles and
challenges that foster youth face transitioning out of care and into adulthood, and
becoming a successful student tends to make things more complex. Some of these
challenges include stable housing, food insecurity, lack of family support, or a mentor
(Piel, 2018). But along with these challenges, trauma and other mental disorders have
also presented as another obstacle that these youth have to overcome in order to do well

34

in school. Trauma has been known to cause difficulty adjusting to change, or as simple
as paying attention long enough to sit through a lecture (Hallet et al., 2018).
Essentially, having the desire to help increase completion rates for foster youth in
postsecondary education, requires awareness and knowledge of several other barriers to
academic success include but are not limited to family issues (biological, guardian, foster
or adoptive), trust and unhealthy relationships, substance abuse and addiction, financial
limitations, employment, pregnancy and/or parenting, etc. (Neal, 2017). With the
understanding that each student is unique and cookie cutter approaches to supporting
students has not produced the desired outcomes, programs have to transform services to
uplift the student as a whole and provide the support that foster youth do not have in their
lives.
Legislation Supporting Students
With such dramatic statistics that point to low completion rates for foster youth,
the community college system has recently increased supports for students. About half of
the California community colleges have “well-developed” programs designed to serve
this population by providing wraparound services (McNair et al., 2018) however,
historically the support and funding needed in order to grow and expand essential
services can be difficult to attain. Some resources have been allocated through state
funding, but many programs are funded by private philanthropy. More recently, there has
been an increase in state funding for expanded services through the addition of
categorical programs such as NextUp, in an effort to meet the Vision for Success
standards set by the Chancellor of the California Community College system. It remains
unclear whether the services provided through campus-based support programs are
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effectively addressing the needs of students to help increase the success rates of
marginalized populations.
Traditionally, programs have focused on increasing access for foster youth at the
colleges, however now the focus has moved towards increasing the transfer and
completion rates for this population of students. This is largely due in part to a shift in
the way colleges will be receiving funding. College resources will be directly impacted
by the number of students that graduate, rather than of the number of students enrolled.
The CCCCO office introduced the Guided Pathways Framework that has been
implemented by colleges in an effort to prioritize and redesign the student experience.
There are four distinct parts, or pillars that make up the Guided Pathways Framework;
Clarify a Path, Enter a Path, Stay on the Path, and Ensure Learning (see Figure 1).
Colleges are trying to make great strides in designing and expanding the most
effective programs, and recent legislation such as SB 1023 has begun to address the
needs of foster youth students, in particular those attending post-secondary educational
institutions by providing funds for additional services.

Figure 1. Four pillars of guided pathways. Adapted from “Four Pillars of Guided
Pathways,” by California Community Colleges Chancellors Office, 2017. Retrieved from
https://www.gavilan.edu/academic/guided_pathways/index.php
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Recent State Legislation
In 2014, the Cooperating Agencies Foster Youth Educational Support, now
known as the NextUp program, was approved by the California State Governor for the
purpose of encouraging the enrollment, retention and transfer of foster youth at the
community colleges, authorizing 10 community college districts to provide “additional
funds for services in support of postsecondary education for foster youth” (California
Legislative Information, 2014, para. 1). Legislation outlines the specific services that
colleges are approved to provide to current and former foster youth students on their
campuses. Services include but are not limited to outreach and recruitment, academic
counseling, textbooks and educational supplies, and other related services. The CCCCO
website reports that this additional funding hopes to reach the nearly 13,000 foster youth
that are enrolled in the California community colleges.
Taking this into consideration, foster youth will be directly impacted by
California State legislation Assembly Bill (AB) 705 which once it is implemented, will
require colleges to modify course placement tools to include multiple measures and
revise and possibly remove basic skills courses. These key facts make the case for
further research on specific strategies that are essential to best support foster students,
guiding them towards degree and/or certificate completion, working within the new
timeline set by AB 705.
The Vision for Success for California community colleges is working to
compliment recent legislation by bringing together the common goals of making quality
education accessible and attainable to all Californians, giving them a chance to achieve
economic prosperity and make a positive impact on their communities. The Vision for
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Success as set by the Chancellor for the California community college system is guided
by six goals that aim to increase the percentage of students that complete their
educational goals, and close academic achieve gaps (see Figure 2).
Taking into consideration new California legislation, the Guided Pathways
initiative and the Vision for Success goals, California community colleges across the
state have the opportunity to focus on the current needs of students, and work to create
programs that serve the student as a whole (California Legislative Information, 2017).

Figure 2. Vision for success goals. Adapted from “Vision for Success,” by California
Community Colleges, 2017. Retrieved from https://slideplayer.com/slide/15073134/
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Theoretical Domains
This study examines five specific areas of support that are provided by many
campus-based support programs at a California community college. While there are
many specific individualized levels of support, these categories were identified as an easy
way to differential between all of the different aspects of a student’s postsecondary
educational experience. Each one of these domains is directly related to one of the
Research and Planning Group’s Six Factors of Student Support. The Six Factors of
Student Support guides this study as a foundational framework to ensure that all areas are
accountable. The Six Factors of Success that were developed state that students are more
likely to succeed when they are directed, focused, nurtured, engaged, connected, and
valued.
Academic Support
Academic support refers to the resources that are provided by the college that are
specifically designed to support the courses that students are enrolled in. This includes
tutoring services, both in-person and online, supplemental instruction, utilization of
library resources, and the writing center. This area relates to both the directed and
focused factors of student success.
Financial Assistance and Resources
Financial assistance and resources refers to providing monetary assistance to
ensure that students have the financial means to continue to be a college student and
provide the basic necessities for themselves. Financial assistance includes support with
completing the FAFSA, payment of mandatory student fees each term, textbook
assistance, meal vouchers, gift cards, and assistance with any emergency situations that
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may arise. The resources consist of applying for academic grants, transitional housing
applications, financial literacy educational programs, and county assistance programs
such as CalFresh and MediCal. The factor of student success that applies to this area is
focused. Stability in a student’s financial status allows the student to then turn their focus
onto their academic performance.
Access to Dedicated Space on Campus
Having a dedicated location on campus specifically designed to serve a specific
population of students such as foster youth can serve as a place for students to engage
with college staff in an effort to connect with the campus, and receive assistance
navigating the college system. Additionally, the space serves as a place for studying with
access to computers, printers, resources, and other essential school supplies. Finally, a
dedicated space should serve as a space for students to come in to interact with a
community of students. This area of student interaction influences the connected and
engaged factors of student success.
Support from Program Staff and Faculty
This term speaks to the degree that college staff and faculty play a role in a
student’s success. Students have the capacity to seek out mentors on campus that are
available. Relationships can create a connection to the college, keep students engaged,
and increase the probability that the student will remain on their academic track to
completion and graduation. This area aligns with several of the factors of student
success; connected, engaged, valued and nurtured.
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Inclusive Campus Engagement Opportunities
By providing a variety of campus engagement opportunities, students will stay
active on college campuses. Such strategies can include field trips, student employment
opportunities, and other events/celebrations on campus, college theater performances,
music concerts, or attendance to athletic matches. Other strategies also may include a
student’s participation in a college club, or associated student government. Any tactic
that college staff/faculty use to keep a student’s attention on being an active member of
the campus community. This specific area aligns with the engaged, valued, and nurtured
factors.
Campus-Based Support Programs for Foster Youth
Campus support programs aim to reach out and provide additional services to
current and former foster youth mainly in response to overwhelming statistics and
persistent research showing the low percentage of foster youth that matriculate into
postsecondary education, and an even lower percentage that complete their degree
(Dworsky, 2018).
With the recent attention and funding focused on the access and completion of
foster youth in postsecondary institutions, campuses have been given the charge to design
innovative programs and identify what services or factors play an essential part in getting
more foster youth students to the graduation finish line. A National Education
Association policy brief demonstrates that a student’s success is interconnected with their
academic, physical, mental, social and emotional needs (Schanzenbach, 2014).
Additionally, much has been researched on the topic of college support services
(Dworsky, 2018; Hallet et al., 2018; Hernandez & Naccarato, 2010). These authors
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highlight some of the college support systems that are being implemented today. Some
examples of college support available to foster youth include the Guardian Scholars
program as well as the EOPS. Programs such as these strive to provide academic
resources and make them readily available to foster youth students.
Financial Assistance
There are several avenues available for foster youth students to receive financial
assistance while at a community college. Many of these sources of funding or programs
were intentionally designed to increase access for this specific population into
postsecondary education. The California College Promise Grant (CCPG), formerly
known as the Board of Governors Fee Waiver, serves more than 1 million California
community college students each year. The CCPG is state funding that allows eligible
students to attend college, tuition free. While this grant does not currently cover all of a
student’s expenses for attendance, most colleges offer additional programs that also allow
students to pay a reduced fee for parking, and possibly cover other expenses (CCCCO,
2020). There are federal grants, such as the Pell grant, available to any student that meets
the expected family contribution (EFC) requirements. Additionally, there are targeted
scholarships and grants specifically for current or former foster youth students. For
example, the Chafee grant is awarded to foster youth students between the ages of 16 and
18 that were in foster care for at least one day. According to the California Student Aid
Commission (2020), in this case, students can receive up to $5,000 per academic year to
assist them with any career and technical training or college.

42

Guardian Scholars Foster Youth Support Programs
This is an example of a support program, which provides a network of resources
to students transitioning from foster care to adulthood and their pursuit of higher
education. The name Guardian Scholars, originating at California State University,
Fullerton in 1998 is widely used across many educational institutions, although the name
is specific to the college or university, and similar support programs available to foster
youth students can choose to go by a different name. Guardian Scholars offers a variety
of service and resources for current and former foster youth. Some may include
dedicated staff and mentoring, access to educational counseling, priority registration,
mental health resources, financial assistance, textbook assistance, community referrals,
volunteer opportunities and leadership training, and monthly social and team-building
activities.
Lived Experiences
The literature and research available in this area of academic outcomes and
services for students with foster care experience is saturated with recommendations from
scholars and administrators. Research offers suggestions and strategies on how to
complement or revamp already existing support programs, including a focus on mental
health services, a mentoring component, and substance abuse prevention services
(Salazar et al., 2016), however a key element missing in all of the research are the lived
experiences of the young adults. While several colleges and universities all over the
country offer common assistance within their programs, often their efforts have not been
able to meet all of the unique challenges experienced by foster youth because they do not
include the voices of the foster students themselves (Miller et al., 2017). Frequent
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inclusion of the students that these programs directly affect is essential to ensuring that
they are respected and listened to, and have control over their circumstances. Insight on
how students experience the services and culture of the programs, will enable colleges to
adequately prepare to meet the needs of the population (Clemens et al., 2017).
Six Factors of Student Success Framework
The Research and Planning Group is a non-profit organization of professionals
that focus on using data and research to advocate for policy change within the California
community college system. The Research and Planning Group has roots dating back in
the 1960s when two other non-profits formed together. The group officially became
known as the Research and Planning Group in 1992. The Research and Planning Group
primarily focuses their efforts on conducting meaningful research that spans throughout
the state of California, exchanging ideas and outcomes so that all community colleges in
the state can benefit from the information. Therefore, allowing all institutions in the state
the knowledge to provide the best possible educational experience for their students,
especially underrepresented students (Booth et al., 2013). From 2011-2014, the Research
and Planning Group conducted research aimed at understanding how to better support
community college students in order to improve student success. This publication was
titled Student Support (Re)defined, and served as an opportunity to engage with current
students in college to find out what they view as essential to their success, what their
experiences had taught them, and how can institutions feasibly deliver these supports to
students. Nine hundred students from 13 California community colleges were surveyed,
and the results were analyzed (Booth et al., 2013).
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For the purpose of this project, the Research and Planning Group identified and
integrated a framework of success factors. Based on the extensive research of verified
strategies that lead to an increase in student’s success, the Research and Planning Group
developed the six success factors that contribute to the academic achievement of students.
Students are more likely to success when they are directed, focused, nurtured, engaged,
connected, and valued.
The Research and Planning Group defines the Six Factors of Student Success as:
•

Directed- helping students to clarify their aspirations, develop an educational
focus they perceive as meaningful and develop a plan that moves them from
enrollment to achievement of their goal.

•

Focused- fostering students’ motivation and helping them develop the skills
needed to achieve their goals.

•

Nurtured- conveying a sense of “authentic caring” where students’ success is
important and expected.

•

Engaged- actively involving students in meaningful and authentic educational
experiences and activities inside and outside the classroom.

•

Connected- creating connections between students and the institution and
cultivating relationships that underscore how students’ involvement with the
college community can contribute to their academic and personal success.

•

Valued- providing students with the opportunities to contribute to and enrich
the college culture and community (see Figure 3).
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The Student Success (Re)defined project was specifically designed to utilize student
voices and their lived experiences to drive their study, particularly for students in
underrepresented populations. For these reasons, the researcher used these six factors for
student success research-based framework to guide the structure of this study.

Figure 3. Six success factors. Adapted from “Using Student Voices to Redefine Success:
What Community College Students say Institutions, Instructors and others can do to help
Them Succeed,” by K. Booth, D. Cooper, K. Karandjeff, M. Large, N. Pellegrin, R.
Purnell, D. Rodriguez-Kiino, E. Schiorring, and T. Willett, 2013. Berkeley, CA: The
Research and Planning Group for California Community Colleges.
Research Gaps
It is mostly understood across the United States that the benefits of a college
education and degree obtainment are generally positive. When we have an educated
population, it serves not only that individual well, but also society. The unemployment
rate is lower for individuals that obtain a postsecondary education; they are less likely to
need government assistance (Carnevale & Desrochers, 2004), they have an increased
sense of happiness, and their overall lifestyle is healthier (Ma, Pender, & Welch, 2019).
College educated persons are more likely to be engaged with what is happening in their
local communities and make efforts to be involved in volunteer opportunities. Past
initiatives at the federal, state, and local levels have focused for years on increasing
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awareness and enrollment of current and former foster youth students into a
postsecondary educational opportunity (National Working Group on Foster Care and
Education, 2014). In the case of these initiatives, they existed with the primary goal to
increase the percentage of foster youth or former foster youth to simply enroll in any
higher educational institution. While this was an important step in raising enrollment
rates, they did not address any of the contributing factors that may affect how successful
the youth would be in college. The issue of the support that students receive past
enrollment remains unexamined. Salazar and Schelbe (2021) argued that there is an
incomplete understanding about how campus-based support programs can best support
former foster youth in college, and what services really contribute to not only a student’s
success at their college, but also result in positive outcomes for alumni post-graduation.
This study examines the effectiveness of specific factors within student support campusbased programs that will add to the body of literature for future research.
Summary
This literature review lays the foundation for the purpose of this study. First we
examined the history and nature of the foster care system, understanding how it has
evolved over time, protecting our society’s most vulnerable population; children. The
protections that the foster care system seeks to value have also grown from providing
basic needs such as food and housing, to ensuring a child’s right to an education and a
lifelong connection, realizing that it takes far more additional support to raise a child.
Then we took a look at the past K-12 educational outcomes for youth that have a
background in the foster care system. We closely examined the complex challenges that
the students work to overcome. Unique challenges such as multiple placement changes,
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mental and physical disabilities, and trauma all have a profound effect on a student’s
capacity to focus on doing well in academics. Experiencing the overwhelming emotions
of being removed from their families, abused, neglected all lead to a child’s inability to
trust the adults in their lives, and envision a brighter future for themselves.
This review acknowledged that children who have experienced foster care are
performing at significantly lower rates in school as their non-foster peers in both the K-12
school system as well as in postsecondary education. Next, we surveyed past and current
initiatives aimed at serving the student population of former foster youth at the California
community college level. Progress has been made in assisting students with admissions,
financial aid, and other supports is vital information for this study. Looking for the level
of effectiveness of these student support programs and services in contributing to
student’s success. Additionally, this review identified and defined the variables and
domains used throughout this research. Lastly, this review assessed the guiding
framework for this study. A brief introduction to the Research and Progress Group’s Six
Factors of Student Success sets the stage for this study to ensure that we are
encompassing all of the areas of a student’s experience and focusing on the assumption
that students need more than merely academic support to be successful.
A literature matrix was created to help guide the review of literature and provides
a foundation for this study (see Appendix A).

48

CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Chapter III presents the research methodology utilized to complete this study,
beginning with the purpose statement and research question. Next, the research design
used in this study is described, followed by an explanation of the study’s population, the
target population, and the population sample. Next, the instrumentation selected for this
study is explained, along with a description of the methods used to develop and test the
instrument. Additionally, the reliability and validity of the research methodology are
discussed in detail. Also in this chapter, you will find the researchers data collection
process, the methods used to analyze the data, including coding practices and methods of
achieving inter-coder reliability. The chapter then defines the limitations of the study and
concludes with a summary of the chapter’s key elements.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe the lived
experiences of foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester regarding the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement.
Central Question
This phenomenological study was guided by the following research question:
How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at least one
major semester identify and describe the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement?
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Research Sub-Questions
Five research sub-questions were developed to help guide the study.
1. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of academic support
on their academic achievement?
2. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of financial
assistance and resources on their academic achievement?
3. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of access to
dedicated space on campus on their academic achievement?
4. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of support from
program staff and faculty on their academic achievement?
5. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of inclusive campus
engagement opportunities on their academic achievement?
Research Design
The methodology selected for this qualitative study is phenomenology. Patton
(2015) describes this method as “carefully, and thoroughly capturing and describing how
people experience some phenomenon – how they perceive it, describe it, feel about it,
judge it, remember it, make sense of it, and talk about it with others” (p. 115). Since the
purpose of the study is to identify and describe the lived experiences of foster youth
students at a California community college as it relates to the effectiveness of the support
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services they received, this methodology fits well. According to Patton qualitative
studies aim to collect a “deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of everyday
experiences…” (p. 115). This study examines the impact campus support services have
on academic success from the lived experiences of community college students that have
a background in foster care. Having an open case with Child Protective Services (CPS) is
a unique experience that only children who spent any amount of time in foster care can
understand, each individual having their own unique journey. As such,
phenomenological is an appropriate method for this study.
The goal of this qualitative research was to gain an understanding of the
effectiveness of support that colleges provide from a student’s perspective. What
services do students value the most and which ones do they see as contributing to their
academic success. This study will apply the use of interviews, directed toward
understanding their perspectives on their everyday lived experience with the phenomenon
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Lived experiences, from the voices of current and
former foster youth students, is referring to an individual’s view on the variables used in
this study, and what knowledge they may have acquired from these experiences.
Using in-depth interviews is a common method of data collection in qualitative
research. By framing each question as a semi-structured/open-ended, the researcher
gives the interviewee freedom to respond with their specific experiences, behaviors,
opinions, feelings, and even sensory perceptions based on their individual experience
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2006). Participants in this study are encouraged to respond to
interview questions and disclose as much detail and emotions that they see fit. The most
appropriate design for this study is a phenomenological qualitative design, which will
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utilize in-depth, semi-structured/open-ended interviews. The interviewer followed a
script, and all participants were asked the same questions. The data were collected,
coded, and analyzed using the program NVivo, to identify themes that emerged from the
participant responses.
Population
Patten (2017) defined a population as “the group in which researchers are
ultimately interested” (p. 45). A population is a group of individuals that “generalize the
results of the research” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014, p. 129). The population of this
study is designed to include all current and former foster youth that attend a California
community college. Foster youth are a distinct part of the overall community college
student population in California. Their common characteristic is that they have been part
of the foster care system, which means they have had different life experiences than nonfoster students. It is those characteristics and experiences that make them the focus of
this study. According to the CCCCO (2019), in the 2018-19 school year, throughout the
state there were approximately 13,000 foster youth enrolled in a California community
college. The population of this study is 13,000 current and former foster youth enrolled
in a California community college.
Sampling Frame
Creswell (2018) defined the target population as a small percentage of the total
population, narrowed to specifically define participants who display clear characteristics
of significance and concern to the study. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) use the term
sampling frame to describe a smaller subset of the general population for a study.
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McMillan and Schumacher (2010) noted the critical importance researchers hold
in “carefully defining both the target population and the sampling frame” (p. 129). The
sampling frame represents the total group of individuals the study sample could be drawn
from (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Foster youth are a distinct part of the overall
community college student population in California. Their common characteristic is that
they have been a part of the foster care system which means they have had different life
experiences than non-foster students. It is those characteristics and experiences that
make them the focus of this study. Interviewing all foster youth that attend a community
college in California was unrealistic because the large number of students that includes.
The researcher chose to select three community colleges, located in one county of
California. A sampling frame was selected with individuals with requisite qualifications
to participate in the study. The criteria that needed to be met includes:
•

Is currently or has had experience in the foster care system.

•

Currently attending one of the colleges selected for this study. These colleges
are Riverside City College, Norco College, and Moreno Valley College.

•

Qualify and participate in the campus support program for foster youth
students at their respective college.

•

Completed a minimum of one major term at their college.

The sampling frame for this study was foster youth students that are currently
enrolled at Riverside City College, Norco College, or Moreno Valley College in
Riverside County, California. As such, the target population are the foster youth students
participating in a campus support program at one of the colleges mentioned above. At
the time of this study there were approximately 346 students with experience in foster
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care participating in a program at Riverside City College, Norco College and Moreno
Valley College (Riverside Community College District, 2019).
Sample
The sample of a research study can be described as a group of participants in a
study selected from the population. The data gathered from the sample intends to be used
to generalize outcomes applicable to the population as a whole. McMillan and
Schumacher (2010) defined sampling as selecting a “group of individuals from whom
data are collected” (p. 129). The term sample is made clear by multiple authors stating it
as a subset of the target population representing the whole population (Creswell, 2003;
Patton, 2015).
Qualitative analyses, which is used in this study, typically involve a smaller
sample size than quantitative analyses. Qualitative sample sizes should be large enough
to gather a sufficient amount of insights and feedback to meet the studies purpose. For
phenomenological studies, Creswell (1998) recommends five to 25 and Morse (1994)
suggests at least six. There are no specific rules when determining an appropriate sample
size in qualitative research. According to Patton (1990), qualitative sample size may best
be determined by time and resource allocation, and study objectives.
Sample Size
The intent of the sample size and population, based on the purpose of the study, is
to better understand and share the lived experiences of current and former foster youth
students that attend a California community college. Based on the 346 students from the
target population, a sample of 12 foster youth students were chosen for this
phenomenological study.
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Purposeful and Convenience Sampling
For the purpose of this study, the researcher applied two common types of
nonprobability sampling. McMillan and Schumacher (2006) state that nonprobability
sampling does not include random selection from the population, but rather uses subjects
who are accessible or represent certain characteristics. It is also most common in
educational research. The two types of nonprobability sampling utilized by the
researcher are purposeful and convenience sampling. This method of sampling allows
the researcher to select participants based on specific criteria (Patton, 2015). McMillan
and Schumacher explained that purposeful sampling provides researchers a selection of
“particular elements from the population that will be representative or informative about
the topic of interest” (p. 126). The strategy employed to identify the participants was
criterion sampling based on the research problem, purpose, and questions. The following
criteria were established to select eligible participants for this study:
•

Is currently or has had experience in the foster care system.

•

Currently attending one of the colleges selected for this study. These colleges
are Riverside City College, Norco College, and Moreno Valley College.

•

Qualify and participate in the campus support program for foster youth
students at their respective college.

•

Completed a minimum of one major term at their college.

•

Willing and available to interview on the selected date, with the capabilities to
use the Zoom online teleconference platform.

Additionally, in this study, the convenience sampling strategy was simultaneously
applied with the purposeful sampling strategy to identify participants who met the criteria
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and were conveniently accessible to the researcher (Marshall, 1996; Patton 2015).
Convenience sampling allows a qualitative researcher to establish an accessible sample
based on location and time (Marshall, 1996; Patton 2015).
Sample Selection Process
The researcher will use the following steps to identify, recruit, and select the
participants for this study.
1. The researcher sent requests to all three colleges within Riverside County
requesting permission to conduct the research study in their college.
2. Following IRB approval from each college, each college was asked to provide
a list of all their returning students that participate in their campus support
program for foster youth at their college.
3. After obtaining permission, the researcher contacted each student by email
and requested their participation in the study (see Appendix B).
4. From those students agreeing to participate, the researcher selected 12
participants based on convenience and access with an effort to spread the
participants throughout the colleges, ideally four from each college for a total
of 12 participants.
5. Those students selected to participate were provided the purpose of the study
and a request for their voluntary participation along with informed consent
materials (see Appendix C, D, and E).
6. Interviews were scheduled and conducted via Zoom or another remote
teleconferencing technology due to COVID-19 contact restrictions.
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7. Verbal agreement to participate was recorded at the beginning of each
interview and then the interview proceeded.
Instrumentation
In qualitative inquiries, the researcher is the main instrument for data collection
(Patton, 2015). Therefore, it is important for qualitative researchers to be highly trained
in the methodology of interviews and to be reflective and sensitive to self-bias to preserve
the integrity of the study (Patton, 2015). In this case study, the researcher included
several safeguards during interviews to deter researcher bias and produce a reliable and
valid study.
Patton (2015) explained that instruments in a research study refer to the measures
used to gather data. For this study, a participant interview protocol was used with the 12
participants as the data collection measure or instrument (see Appendix F). The
researcher customized the semi-structured interview protocol consisting of 10 semi
structured/open-ended questions and follow-up questions to answer the study’s research
questions. According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), the researcher uses the
prepared questions to guide the conversation and maintain validity in semistructured/open ended interviews but can also ask follow-up questions as needed to probe
for more in-depth responses.
Interview Question Development
Qualitative phenomenological interviewing is typically semi-structured and openended for flexible use of prepared questions, thereby maximizing opportunities for both
focused and emergent information gathering (Bamberger, Rugh, & Mabry, 2012).
Questions on interview protocols should produce details rather than simple answers;
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additionally, questions should be clearly worded, focused, and brief rather than
complicated or ambiguous (Bamberger et al., 2012). Patten (2012) notes that an
interview protocol should include written directions pertaining to the conducting of the
interview itself in addition to questions to be asked of each participant. The researcher
developed interview questions, based on the Literature Review Matrix and using a
Qualitative Interview Question Development Matrix (see Appendix G). Each research
question and the associated research variable was addressed. The variables addressed
were:
•

Academic support (Dworsky, 2018).

•

Financial assistance and resources (Hernandez, & Naccarato, 2010).

•

Dedicated space on campus (Salazar et al., 2016).

•

Support from program staff and faculty (Neal, 2017).

•

Inclusive campus engagement opportunities (McNair et al., 2018).

The interview questions were reviewed by this dissertation committee, and by two
campus support program administrators for structure and content validity. Finally, the
interview protocol was field tested with two non-participating community college
students with experience in foster care.
The interview questions were designed to collect detailed information based on
the lived experiences of the foster youth college students interviewed focusing on their
perspective of how campus support services impacted their capacity and ability to
succeed academically at their educational institution. Interviews were conducted online,
utilizing Zoom video conferencing technology. Study participants received a copy of the
interview questions to review prior to the scheduled interview. The researcher used
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Zoom to record and transcribe the interviews. Recorded interviews provide the
researcher the opportunity to replay the interview to look and listen for vocal inflections,
as well as nonverbal cues or gestures that may impact the meaning behind a response.
Recordings of the interviews and the corresponding transcripts were then sent
electronically to each participant to ensure accuracy in both content and meaning. Once
the participants approved of their interview, the researcher moved forward with
transcription and data analysis.
Reliability
An assessment is considered reliable when it measures the same phenomenon or
experience more than once and consistently achieves the same results (Patten, 2017). To
address reliability in this study, the researcher used an external audit by two current
campus support program administrators and the inter-coder reliability method. Intercoder reliability addresses the validity of the interpretation and analysis of the data
collected in the study (Potter & Levine‐Donnerstein, 1999). The researcher kept reliable
records of the data collection process, including interview recordings and transcriptions.
The researcher utilized a member checking where study participants were asked to check
interview transcriptions for accuracy in an attempt to limit researcher bias and selfreporting errors (Creswell & Miller, 2000). The external audit served to review the
methodology of the study as well as the interview question content to gain feedback on
strengths and weaknesses.
Field Test
A field test interview was administered using the instrument previewed by the
dissertation committee and administered to two foster youth college students who
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qualified for but did not participate in the study. These two qualified, non-participating
students agreed to participate as a field test participant to assess the interview process and
instrument. A UMass Global colleague trained in interview techniques observed the
administration of the field test interviews and provided feedback regarding researcher
performance and actions during the field test interviews. After the field test interviews,
the participants were asked for feedback as to the clarity and understanding of the
questions, the format of the instrument, and structure of the process. Feedback was
documented from both the observer and test participant. The feedback was discussed
with the dissertation committee and adjustments made based on the feedback.
Validity
In qualitative research, validity requires that the researcher and participants
establish a common understanding of the concepts and the phenomena in question. In
addition, the data gathered must directly answer the research questions (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). In this study, to enhance validity, the following
strategies were employed: Participants’ language, mechanically recorded data and
participant review. The participants’ language was used to establish clear and concrete
interview questions in the language of the participants. Furthermore, the researcher
provided the participants with a list of definitions of the five variables used in the
interview questions. An established common understanding of these terms ensured that
the participants had a high level of comprehension of the interview questions (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). Zoom technology was used during the interviews to
ensure verbatim collection of participants’ words, rather than relying on the researcher’s
notes and memory (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). Finally, the
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participants were given the opportunity to review the transcription of their interviews to
make sure that the phenomena was accurately portrayed and captured.
Interview Question Development Matrix
As a validity measure, the researcher developed interview questions, based on the
Literature Review Matrix and using an Interview Question Development Matrix. Each
research question and the associated research variable was addressed. The variables
addressed were:
•

Academic support (Dworsky, 2018).

•

Financial assistance and resources (Hernandez, & Naccarato, 2010).

•

Dedicated space on campus (Salazar et al., 2016).

•

Support from program staff and faculty (Neal, 2017).

•

Inclusive campus engagement opportunities (McNair et al., 2018).

The interview questions were reviewed by the dissertation committee and by two campus
support program administrators for structure and content validity. Finally, the interview
protocol was field tested with two non-participating community college students with
experience in foster care.
Data Collection
The researcher submitted a request for approval to conduct this study to the
UMass Global Institutional Review Board prior to data collection (see Appendix H).
Data was not collected for this study until receiving approval from UMass Global and the
necessary coursework was completed and a certificate of completion was issued by the
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (see Appendix I). The researcher obtained
a roster of all students that meet the eligibility criteria for this study. Participants selected
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to participate in the study included community college students with foster care
experience in Riverside County, California that met the following criteria:
•

Is currently or has had experience in the foster care system.

•

Currently attending one of the colleges selected for this study. These colleges
are Riverside City College, Norco College, and Moreno Valley College.

•

Qualify and participate in the campus support program for foster youth
students at their respective college.

•

Completed a minimum of one major term at their college.

•

Willing and available to interview on the selected date, with the capabilities to
use the Zoom online video conference platform.

An email was sent to all participants that met the selection criteria providing
details on the study, including the purpose and research questions. Confidentiality
guarantees and informed consent documents were provided to selected participants. Due
to COVID-19 restrictions, all communication was done through teleconferencing or other
electronic means. All data collected were stored on a flash drive that was kept in a
locked cabinet at the researcher’s residence. Three years following the defense of the
study, the researcher deleted all of the documents collected.
The researcher scheduled and conducted 12 interviews during the months of
September 2021 and October 2021, all held via Zoom. All participants were asked the
same series of questions, and the interviews were recorded to help ensure reliability.
During each of the 12 interviews, the researcher started by thanking the participant for
participating in the study. Each participant was reminded of the purpose of the study, as
well as their participant rights. The interview process and protocols were consistent with
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all participants and captured a formal tone. Each interview lasted approximately 60
minutes as established within the protocol.
Interviews were recorded and transcribed using Zoom. The recordings of the
interviews and the corresponding transcripts were then sent electronically to each
participant, requesting their review and approval. Once the transcription was reviewed
by the participant, the researcher used NVivo Coding software to code emerging themes
aligned with research questions and conceptual areas.
Data Analysis
In this study, data was collected through phenomenological qualitative
interviews with the purpose of drawing conclusions based on the detailed research
questions. This is accomplished through the development of emerging themes in the
data. According to Patton (2015), coding is the method of combining data together for
identification of ideas and themes and marking transcripts with coding labels to
determine the frequency of themes. In the data analysis process, codes assist in
identifying emerging patterns and themes in the data.
Coding of data was completed for each interview transcription and analyzed for
frequency of themes using NVivo Coding software. Although NVivo Coding software
assisted the researcher in organizing and sorting themes (Patton, 2015), the researcher
was responsible for identifying and coding the emergent themes.
Interviews with each participant were recorded using Zoom technology. Upon the
completion of each interview, the researcher sent the recording and transcriptions to be
reviewed by the participants for accuracy. Next, the researcher analyzed transcripts and
coded emergent themes. Additionally, as a measure of validity and reliability of the
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research data, a portion of the transcriptions were reviewed and coded by a UMass
Global colleague that has been trained in the coding process. Detailed findings are
discussed in Chapter IV of this study.
Data Coding
The semi-structured and open-ended interview questions were designed to prompt
detailed responses from participants, resulting in a great deal of data, including the
identification of specific student supports in which participants benefited from and that
played a significant role in their ability to succeed at their college. In order to capture all
data, the researcher entered all of the transcribed interviews into NVivo Coding software.
NVivo Coding software enabled the researcher to identify common responses, and sort
the data into themes.
Once the major themes had been determined, themes of specific factors were
compiled using a table, noting the source of the theme and frequencies. Upon completion
of the coding process, the researcher engaged a peer researcher in reviewing the coding
analysis to strengthen the reliability of the analysis.
Inter-coder Reliability
In order to ensure accuracy, reliability, and validity of the data analysis a UMass
Global colleague, trained in the coding process served as an inter-coder by coding 20% of
the data. The results of the inter-coder were compared to the results of the researcher. If
discrepancies were found, the coder and researcher compared results, and adjusted based
on this conversation and comparison.
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Limitations
Research designs often lead to some limitations. The study is limited to
community college students with experience in foster care, who attend one of the three
selected colleges located in Riverside County. Participants may opt out from
participating for any reason including not willing to identify as a foster youth, or to not
trigger possible traumatic responses that may be brought to the surface during the
interview. Additionally, participants may not be entirely truthful or honest with their
responses for a similar reason. Results are limited to the level of open and honest
experiences shared during the interview process. If the participants do not share openly
and honestly, the results will not be accurate and reflective of the lived experiences.
Further, the natural bias of the researcher, who currently serves as the director of a foster
youth support program at a community college, could be prevalent in the development of
the emerging themes. To mitigate bias, a field test was conducted prior to the start of the
study. A last limitation is that the study design involves the use of self-reported data and
self-coding.
Summary
Chapter III outlined the methodology used to conduct this study. In summation,
Chapter III explained the use of a qualitative phenomenological lens to share the lived
experiences of community college students with experience in foster care. The purpose
statement and research questions were restated from Chapter I. The population of this
study consisted of foster youth students that currently attend Riverside City College,
Moreno Valley College, or Norco College located in Riverside County, California. This
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study aimed to identify and describe specific student supports that increase the academic
success of community college students with experience in foster care.
This chapter also included a description of instrumentation that was used to
collect data. The researcher conducted 12 face-to-face interviews after obtaining
approval from participants. Interviews were recorded and transcribed through Zoom
videoconferencing platform. Interviews were coded with the NVivo coding software to
identify developing themes. To ensure validity and reliability of the data, a field test was
performed, as well as the use of inter-coder reliability. Chapter IV will summarize the
data and findings of this study, and Chapter V will present the researcher’s conclusions
and recommendations for further research on this important topic.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Chapter IV presents an analysis of the data collected from the phenomenological
study, which examines the impact that campus support programs have on the academic
achievement for California community college students that have experience in the foster
care system. This chapter reviews the purpose of the study, research questions, research
methods, data collection methods, population, and sample. Chapter IV concludes with a
presentation of the data, organized by research question through the conceptual
framework presented in Chapter II. This chapter will conclude with a summary of
findings.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe the lived
experiences of foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester regarding the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement.
Central Question
This phenomenological study was guided by the following research question:
How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at least one
major semester identify and describe the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement?
Research Sub-Questions
Five research sub-questions were developed to help guide the study.
1. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of academic support
on their academic achievement?
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2. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of financial
assistance and resources on their academic achievement?
3. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of access to
dedicated space on campus on their academic achievement?
4. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of support from
program staff and faculty on their academic achievement?
5. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of inclusive campus
engagement opportunities on their academic achievement?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
The methodology selected for this qualitative study is phenomenology. Patton
(2015) describes this method as “carefully, and thoroughly capturing and describing how
people experience some phenomenon – how they perceive it, describe it, feel about it,
judge it, remember it, make sense of it, and talk about it with others” (p. 115). Since the
purpose of the study is to identify and describe the lived experiences of foster youth
students at a California community college as it relates to the effectiveness of the support
services they received, this methodology fits well. According to Patton qualitative
studies aim to collect a “deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of everyday
experiences…” (p. 115). This study examines the impact campus support services have
on academic success from the lived experiences of community college students that have
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a background in foster care. Having an open case with CPS is a unique experience that
only children who spent any amount of time in foster care can understand, each
individual having their own unique journey. As such, phenomenological is an
appropriate method for this study.
The goal of this qualitative research was to gain an understanding of the
effectiveness of support that colleges provide from a student’s perspective. What
services do students value the most and which ones do they see as contributing to their
academic success. This study will apply the use of interviews, directed toward
understanding their perspectives on their everyday lived experience with the phenomenon
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Lived experiences, from the voices of current and
former foster youth students, is referring to an individual’s view on the variables used in
this study, and what knowledge they may have acquired from these experiences.
Using in-depth interviews is a common method of data collection in qualitative
research. By framing each question as a semi-structured/open-ended, the researcher
gives the interviewee freedom to respond with their specific experiences, behaviors,
opinions, feelings, and even sensory perceptions based on their individual experience
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2006). Participants in this study are encouraged to respond to
interview questions and disclose as much detail and emotions that they see fit. The most
appropriate design for this study is a phenomenological qualitative design, which will
utilize in-depth, semi-structured/open-ended interviews. The interviewer followed a
script, and all participants were asked the same questions. The data was collected, coded,
and analyzed using the program NVivo, to identify themes that emerged from the
participant responses.
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Population
Patten (2017) defined a population as “the group in which researchers are
ultimately interested” (p. 45). A population is a group of individuals that “generalize the
results of the research” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014, p. 129). The population of this
study is designed to include all current and former foster youth that attend a California
community college. Foster youth are a distinct part of the overall community college
student population in California. Their common characteristic is that they have been part
of the foster care system, which means they have had different life experiences than nonfoster students. It is those characteristics and experiences that make them the focus of
this study. According to the CCCCO (2019), in the 2018-19 school year, throughout the
state there were approximately 13,000 foster youth enrolled in a California community
college. The population of this study is 13,000 current and former foster youth enrolled
in a California community college.
Target Population
The researcher chose to select three community colleges, located in one county of
California. A target population was selected with individuals with requisite qualifications
to participate in the study. The criteria that needed to be met includes:
•

Is currently or has had experience in the foster care system.

•

Currently attending one of the colleges selected for this study. These colleges
are Riverside City College, Norco College, and Moreno Valley College.

•

Qualify and participate in the campus support program for foster youth
students at their respective college.

•

Completed a minimum of one major term at their college.
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The target population for this study was foster youth students that are currently
enrolled at Riverside City College, Norco College, or Moreno Valley College in
Riverside County, California. As such, the target population are the foster youth students
participating in a campus support program at one of the colleges mentioned above. At
the time of this study there were approximately 346 students with experience in foster
care participating in a program at Riverside City College, Norco College and Moreno
Valley College (Riverside Community College District, 2019).
Sample
The intent of the sample size and population, based on the purpose of the study, is
to better understand and share the lived experiences of current and former foster youth
students that attend a California community college. Based on the 346 students from the
target population, a sample of 12 foster youth students were chosen for this
phenomenological study. Of the 12 participants, 16.6% attended Moreno Valley
Community College, 16.66% attended Norco Community College, and 66.8% of the
participants attended Riverside Community College. Names of each participant were
kept confidential and do not appear in any identifying way. Participants were randomly
assigned a letter and are identified accordingly. Of the 12 participants, nine were female
and three were male (see Table 1).
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Table 1
Demographic Data Related to Research Study Participants
Participant Identifier
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K
L

Gender
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female

Community College
Moreno Valley
Riverside
Riverside
Riverside
Riverside
Moreno Valley
Riverside
Riverside
Riverside
Riverside
Norco
Norco

Presentation and Analysis of Data
“Phenomenology aims at gaining a deeper understanding of the nature or meaning
of our everyday experiences…” (Patton, 2015, p. 115). This study focused on the lived
experiences of community college students with experience in foster care in Riverside
County, California, and identified and described the ways in which campus student
support services meet the needs of foster youth students and impact their academic
achievement. The data consisted of 12 student interviews conducted via Zoom.
Dominant themes were those considered consistent across the interviews. To answer the
central research question, the researcher coded emergent themes from the data into the six
success factors that support student achievement identified by the research of Booth et al.
(2013). These six factors of student success are: (a) directed, (b) focused, (c) connected,
(d) engaged (e) valued, and (f) nurtured. The findings of this study are presented by five
research sub-questions and aligned to the Student Support (Re)Defined (Booth et al.,
2013) framework.
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Research Sub-Question 1: Impact of Academic Support Services on Student
Achievement (Directed & Focused)
The first research sub-question sought to answer: How do foster youth at
California community colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify
and describe the impact of academic support on their academic achievement?
Two themes emerged among the 12 participants, which ranged in a frequency count from
15 to 17. The themes are identified by frequency counts as it relates to the impact that
academic support services has had on student achievement.
Multiple programs. One of the major findings of the study from the domain of
directed and focused identified that students frequently participate in multiple campus
support service programs at one time since they qualify for more than one program. This
is also due to the fact that each program provides unique services, allowing students with
foster care experience to benefit from a well-rounded menu of services. This theme was
the highest reported theme in Research Question 1. This theme was recorded from 8
interview sources with 15 frequencies. Participant B expressed,
I am involved with Guardian Scholars and EOPS, and also with Ujima. All the
programs help with different things. So I can get my books paid for through
EOPS, and I can get resources for housing through Guardian Scholars. If one
program isn’t able to help with something then I can go and see if another
program can cover it.
Additionally, Participant A stated,
Yes, I use things like tutoring, and also DSPS services, 'cause I was diagnosed
with ADHD because of the foster system, so they help me with accommodations
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on the time for the tests in the exams. EOPS gives us money for going to our
counseling appointments, and I also work part time as a peer mentor in the
Guardian Scholars center. We get a lot of services to help us be successful.”
Furthermore, Participant C stressed that services on campus are important
because,
For me, so being like in foster care usually was like very difficult for me to ask
for help, and to promote myself. Asking for help basically it's really hard for me
to do. So when I started I was a little bit shy, nervous, specially being a first time
college student for my family, so the programs actually would reach out a lot they
would come to me and make me feel comfortable. I just ended up becoming more
confident in my work and now I'm you know I'm kind of in a way one of them as
well. So yeah, it’s been impactful.
Similarly to Participant C, Participant B mentioned how using campus support
programs has benefited her life as a student, stating that:
I struggled with my mental health and the capacity to handle the college workflow
and the programs really helps you manage that because it's not just college is like
a lifestyle so really figuring out how to implement it in my everyday life as an
individual, mother, worker, and a woman. I still find it difficult to manage the
responsibilities in a timely manner.
The theme first point of contact emerged several times from 8 of the interviews.
Tutoring. A second finding of the study from the area of academic support
services identified the use of tutoring services on campus as playing a role in helping
students reach their academic potential. This theme was the second highest reported

74

theme in Sub-Research Question 1. This theme was recorded from the 10 interview
sources with 15 frequencies. Participant A commented,
I think it helps a little bit; I believe it helped me academically. I mean, actually
tutoring helped a lot because I'm easily distracted, so you know extra time spent
studying for my exams, so it did help a lot.
Participant D added that
Tutoring lets me do my work comfortably and I could not have any stress on my
back. As far as tutoring goes, it’s like I know that I always have that service to
like help me with things so if I'm not like understanding anything in my classes it
lets me be comfortable and be satisfied with this semester like knowing that I
could, I can be successful in college with all the services that I get.
Furthermore, Participant K responded to this question by stating that,
I'm a 3.3 GPA student so tutoring and other services has helped me keep up with
my GPA. I did drop for a certain period of time, but at first, I only had a 2.0, so
being kind of back to where I am normally somewhere around because of the
program services is just giving me that support of continuing school. I feel like
it's going good. It's not exactly like I said where I wanted to be, but it could be a
lot worse without them so because of them I am where I am now.
Contrary to what other students responded to this question, Participant E shared a
different perspective. Stating that,
I've used the tutoring programs every once in a while, but not really consistently
'cause I didn't really need it on that basis, but I did reach out to several math tutors
at one point to work on that couple things.
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Lastly, one participant shared that they have not ever utilized campus tutoring services.
Table 2 illustrates the major findings as it relates to the impact that academic
support services has on a student’s academic achievement.
Table 2
Identified Academic Support Services that Impact Academic Achievement

Theme
Participation in several support service programs on
campus at the same time
Tutoring services are helpful with academic
progress

Frequency
17

Number of
Sources
12

15

10

Research Sub-Question 2: Impact of Financial Assistance on Student Achievement
(Focused)
The second research-sub question sought to answer: How do foster youth at
California community colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify
and describe the impact of financial assistance and resources on their academic
achievement?
Two themes emerged among the 12 participants, which ranged in a frequency
count from 11 to 27. The themes are identified by frequency counts as it relates to the
impact that financial support has had on student achievement.
Ways to pay. Financial assistance that students receive in college was one of the
most frequently mentioned themes within this study. With the overall cost of attendance
for a California community college, often times it is necessary for a student to seek out
multiple forms of financial aid to cover not only educational expenses, fees, and materials
but also living expenses that make enrollment in college possible. This theme was the
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second highest reported theme in Sub-Research Question 2. This theme was recorded
from the 11 interview sources with 12 frequencies.
Participant E commented that
Guardian Scholars pays my tuition for all of my classes on top of that I get a grant
called the Chaffee grant. I get two $2500 disbursements a year and I get pretty
decent amount of food vouchers as well. So on top of like my tuition being paid
for through a program, I'm able to get extra money. Through financial aid and
other grant programs on campus that have allowed me to just focus a lot more of
my time on school so that I don’t have to worry about things like my rent or my
insurance or just a number of different living expenses.
Participant C responded to the question by stating that,
Very recently, a couple weeks ago I actually had lost all my textbooks and my
laptop due to some of my family issues. So I lost all my textbooks and my laptop
it was around like $600 all that altogether and [redacted] was able to help me get
brand new ones and he was able to loan me a laptop which now I'm I was able to
catch up all the work I was behind on instead of quitting and giving up, which I
probably would have been is if I was not given this support financially.
Participant B added,
I have to say that they really gave me support and encouragement and motivation
to stay enrolled in college and also to complete my degree. I did feel that they've
worked really hard with this financial assistance to basically eliminate every
barrier that I faced that would mean from staying enrolled and completing my
degree.
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Focused and relaxed. Another one of the major findings of the study from the
domain of financial support and resources identified how students that received financial
support used funds to pay for living expenses, and in turn relieved much of their stress
and allowed them to focus more on their studies. This theme was the highest reported
theme in Research Question 2. This theme was recorded from the 11 interview sources
with 27 frequencies.
Participant C commented that having financial assistance had a great impact, by
stating:
It helped me. If it wasn't for that program I would not be where I am; about to
graduate. It has helped me a lot tremendously the financial part 'cause I was
working and going to school full time that's not easy especially with me 'cause I'm
a mother.
Participant B stated,
I always felt that you know maybe some students that had more financial and
familial support had a different set of circumstances, but I felt like almost with
these assistance programs that I kind of like matched that in a way. I know some
people that could say you know ‘mom can you watch my kid?’ or ‘grandpa I need
a car repair,” and I always kind of equated these programs to also providing
emotional support in this way. Otherwise I wouldn't have, you know, sometimes
like a babysitter or a car tickets to school and I really appreciate it I felt that so I
appreciated the programs and the financial assistance and I felt like other people
were invested in my ability to achieve college success and I think that it definitely
provided that to me.
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Participant D commented, stating that the financial assistance had a huge impact
because”
I previously went to another community college my first year they didn't really
have any of that financial like assistance over there, and I mean I was doing good
over there but it wasn't as good as I'm doing our CC, and it helps, it helps me a lot
because I don't really have to worry about finances. I know some students, they
had to work and to and go to school at the same time and for me that's like an
option, and this you could say ‘because I'm getting all this financial support so I
don't have to go to work and have both stresses of school and work.’
Furthermore, Participant I stated,
That financial assistance just takes the burden off of wondering where I will get
gas to get to campus, or you know if I am going to have enough money to buy
food and school supplies, so it just takes off a big burden.
Finally, Participant K responded that financial support provided by the college helped
their ability to be able to focus on school more and not have to work as much as they
would otherwise have to. They were able to stop working full time and came back to
school full time to finish faster, and without the financial aid they wouldn't have been
able to do that.
Table 3 illustrates the major findings by frequency count as it relates to the impact
financial support has on a student’s academic achievement.
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Table 3
Identified Financial Support that Impact the Academic Achievement of Students

Theme
Students receiving multiple forms of financial aid

Frequency
12

Number of
Sources
11

Financial assistance provided stress relief and
allowed for students to focus on classwork rather
than having to focus on making enough money to
live on.

27

11

Research Sub-Question 3: Impact of Dedicated Space on Student Achievement
(Connected & Engaged)
The third research sub-question sought to answer: How do foster youth at
California community colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify
and describe the impact of access to dedicated space on campus on their academic
achievement?
Two themes emerged among the 12 participants, which ranged in a frequency
count from 9 to 11. The themes are identified by frequency counts as it relates to the
impact that access to a dedicated space on campus has on the academic achievement of a
student.
A place to feel safe. One of the major findings of the study from the domain of
financial support and resources identified how students that received financial support
used funds to pay for living expenses, and in turn relieved much of their stress and
allowed them to focus more on their studies. This theme was the highest reported theme
in Research Question 2. This theme was recorded from the 11 interview sources with 27
frequencies.
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Participant B commented that within a dedicated space,
It definitely alleviated the anxiety that I had about being in the new environment
in college and feeling like I'm just very different and like not established and not
like knowing anyone or anything. These dedicated spaces really, which provided
like comfort and also a place to ask questions and get familiar with being a
college student.
Additionally, Participant D articulated that having access to the dedicated space,
Just makes me feel safe, and then I can also study there so in between my classes
when I have like a gap hour like I could just sort of focus on like my homework
and stuff like that instead of like going home and it helps me not procrastinate a
lot that's for sure.
Participant H expressed, that the engagement center
Helps out a lot because when I'm not the only one in there, and there's like other
people as well you know. College kids where everyone there went through
similar experiences, especially with like guardian scholars. They're being foster
kids and guardian ordered by court so they, we all kind of help each other, and
that's like a really good way of studying for me and you know just having like
somewhere that's not my bedroom where I can get distracted by every little thing
if that helps out.
Participant H continued on saying that
When we were online that just wasn't good. I couldn't focus as much so I was
doing poorly in my classes, along with some other things that were happening like
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personal issues and with family problems but I think having that space to is if we
go to and having that you know support and help from whoever is in the room.
Study time. Another one of the major findings of the study from the domain of
financial support and resources identified how students that received financial support
used funds to pay for living expenses, and in turn relieved much of their stress and
allowed them to focus more on their studies. This theme was the highest reported theme
in Research Question 2. This theme was recorded from 11 interview sources with 27
frequencies.
Participant C reports,
When I first started I was actually in a group home, and of course being in the
group home I was in the in the full house of six girls and two staff working on
hand with therapists as well, so there was roughly around 10 people a day per
average where I was living. I couldn't even take the laptop in my room because of
the policies, and I couldn't close my door, I couldn't do a lot of things. People in
the home would always look at you, and a lot of the time the internet was cut off,
so I really did not have internet. It was just disabled. I was really restricted to be
able to actually study the right way, and I could not by being there. Having that
dedicated space on campus gave me the time just to study that that helped me not
only complete my work but give me space to myself because after a while being
in the format was like it kind of gave me like some independence to show that I
could do the right thing when I wanted to you know. It was just my situation that
made it a little harder so I was actually able to get through my first semester and I
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probably would have not been able to do that until I almost I didn't have the
space.
Participant E expressed,
That different resources within the center that just came out or and then the entire
time for foster years or homeless or just all kinds of different resources the staff
constantly has pinned up like all over the walls, it was accessible for me to find
and use.
Additionally, Participant K responded that
The dedicated space on campus was important because at home it's very hard for
me to do my homework. I am a mother of two and a wife as well and so by the
time I get home from being here at campus all day my focus tends to go towards
them of course, you know my kids and my family, so being at school gives me the
time where I'm able to actually think without being distracted.
Table 4 illustrates the major findings by frequency as it relates to student access to
a dedicated space on campus and the impact it has on academic achievement.
Table 4
Identified Support of a Dedicated Space that Impacts Student Academic Achievement

Theme
A physical dedicated space on campus is an
important place to feel safe and meet other foster
youth students on campus

Frequency
9

Number of
Sources
6

Use the dedicated space on campus to study, grab
a snack, and have access to computers, printers
and school supplies.

11

8

83

Research Sub-Question 4: Impact of Program Staff on Student Achievement
(Connected, Engaged, Valued, & Nurtured)
The fourth research sub-question sought to answer: How do foster youth at
California community colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify
and describe the impact of support from program staff and faculty on their academic
achievement?
Three themes emerged among the 12 participants, which ranged in a frequency
count from 12 to 19. The themes are identified by frequency counts as it relates to the
impact that financial support has had on student achievement.
Above and beyond. Another one of the major findings of the study from the
domain of supportive college staff and faculty identified how students that received
intentional and authentic support from program staff and faculty felt that staff cared for
students beyond what their jobs required of them. This theme was the second highest
reported theme in Research Question 4. This theme was recorded from the 9 interview
sources with 12 frequencies.
Participant A commented that,
Even though I did the work that [redacted], she just she cared, she didn't just do
her job she did more than just her job. It wasn't just like ‘oh I'm just gonna do my
job, figure out the rest, here you’re an adult. No I'm going to you know do what
not just my job but you know take that extra step to help you’ and that is what
changed my life; that is what helped me. That little, you know extra help that she
did.
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Similarly, Participant E stated,
Yeah I've received a, I kind of support from the counselor that runs the guardian
scholars center. The program staff have helped me. I feel like every other day
almost since I've been at [redacted] they try to help me with anything, you know,
that I need like ask me what's going on in my life, ask me what's going on my
grades, ask me if I need anything or if there’s anything extra that I wanna do. The
staff have been the biggest help that I've could have ever asked for sure on
campus it way beyond any of my expectations for sure.
Educational guidance. Another one of the major findings of the study from the
domain of supportive college staff and faculty, identified how students that received
academic guidance from program staff impacted their academic achievement. This
theme was the third highest reported theme in Research Question 4. This theme was
recorded from the 7 interview sources with 12 frequencies.
Participant B spoke about
Really feeling that everyone I work with from the programs really had a great
attitude not just toward me but I saw their great attitude with other students and
patients and they seemed very persistent in reaching out and connecting and
providing the support and the resources that we needed.
Participant D stated, “I thought I was getting spoiled. Literally I was like ‘oh my
gosh they have so many services,’ like they really focus on our thoughts and goals as
foster students at [redacted].”
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Participant F added,
I owe it all to EOPS and guardian scholars and NextUp because the whole like,
six years before that when I went to [redacted] from high school I didn't even
know about all these programs, like so I was super confused and that's ultimately
what made me give up 'cause I didn't have support, or I didn't have the guidance.
I didn't have you know, some people I can just like turn to. I'm super grateful that
like these programs are here to also help other people too great.
Participant H expressed,
The program staff have helped me out a lot and they're the reason that I kind of
attend college. Of course, I wanted to go to college, but I didn't have the money
and having their support and then helping me literally every step of the way it
made things a lot more clear. When I was applying to things, picking my classes
and just like anyone who wants to go to college, he doesn't know what they're
doing and they're you know by themselves. I would like to recommend that they
find someone like these faculty members who will help every single step of the
way.
Participant E agreed that “the program staff was more familiar with us. So it's
more of a hands on approach.” Furthermore, Participant H expressed that “for starters I
probably wouldn't be doing my classes or I probably wouldn't even be in college, so that's
a huge effect on why I'm even there in the first place.”
Lastly, Participant I stated,
I’ve always felt like I don't have anybody to fall back on so it's kind of like ‘okay,
if I don't, if I can't get it then I can't succeed in the program, and I just don't do it.’
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So having that has allowed me to succeed, you know being able to go to
somebody and talk to somebody or somebody to help me with those resources is
gotten me this far in the program I don't think I think if I didn't have it I wouldn't
be this far in the program.
Serving the student as a whole person. Another one of the major findings of the
study from the domain of supportive program staff and faculty identified how students
that received meaningful connection with college staff and faculty that addressed all the
needs of the student including personal issues and challenges. This theme was the
highest reported theme in Sub-Research Question 4. This theme was recorded from the
10 interview sources with 19 frequencies.
Participant B stated,
Because I don't think I could have done it without the staff and all of their support
and just how much they engaged with the students. They really seemed like they
were there to help and understand our situations as individuals but also with the
background of being a foster youth or former foster youth. So, I have to say that
it really helped me along the way to complete my degree.
Additionally, Participant G added, I think it impacts us like almost every day.
Giving us a boost of confidence. Having somebody behind us believing in us.
Participant H responded by saying, “they put me at ease when I'm stressed out so
that helps me focus a lot more in class, and it definitely makes my grades a lot better than
if I didn’t have their support.”
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Participant C stated,
That getting support from programs and all this stuff, made me feel validated, and
I felt like that, I mattered there at the school and that I, you know, and it helped
me build my confidence. I was actually able to start asking for help and to start
you know focusing on school, and you know. I don't have to worry about being
stuck in this one place now, I could think about ‘oh this is my future I can control
it, and I can actually change my life.’ I used to think of the foster system was all I
had to me, and I was gonna be there forever, but it actually gave me like a vision
of what I could actually achieve.
Participant C continued on by saying,
Of course, like I'm always gonna have you know my own issues. Personal stuff.
Kind of like right now, I’m going through stuff with my mom. She just got
arrested and all this stuff so of course there's never gonna be a program that's ever
gonna help me with like that kind of stuff.
Table 5 illustrates the major findings by frequency as it relates to support of
program staff and faculty and the impact it has on academic achievement.
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Table 5
Identified Support of Program Staff/Faculty that Impact Academic Achievement for
Students

Frequency
12

Number of
Sources
9

Program staff guide their education, especially
because they do not have the support of anyone at
home that can help

12

7

Program staff made students feel comfortable and
helped when personal issues arise.

19

10

Theme
Program staff go above and beyond their jobs.

Research Sub-Question 5: Impact of Campus Engagement Opportunities on
Student Achievement (Engaged, Nurtured, & Valued)
The fourth research sub-question sought to answer: How do foster youth at
California community colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify
and describe the impact of inclusive campus engagement opportunities on their academic
achievement?
Two themes emerged among the 12 participants, which ranged in a frequency
count from 9 to 13. The themes are identified by frequency counts as it relates to the
impact that campus engagement opportunities has had on student achievement.
College events. One of the major findings of the study from the area of campus
engagement opportunities identified how students that took advantage of the events and
or club opportunities to engage on campus affected their academic achievement. This
theme was the highest reported theme in Sub-Research Question 5. This theme was
recorded from 8 interview sources with 13 frequencies.
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Participant B stated,
I was constantly, or like always, sent out emails or flyers or anything like that
about engagement opportunities for various things for anywhere from like
tutoring to free food to free interview attire even to jobs on campus. That’s how I
even got a job that way.
Participant E added,
That events on campus definitely made me feel like, instead of maybe only
focusing on my academics, like it's not just like this is a place that I come to do
schoolwork and then I go home, and I do homework and then I come back. This
is just how it is. I think that it's pretty important to feel like you could just kind of
relax on campus or to relax in the area if you're going to really commit to
everything going.
Participant K responded,
It’s so, it was awesome being able to get to know people. It just didn't engage
with other people that you know comes from a similar background then us and
being able to just talk to people here when I have more but understanding to
somebody that hasn't gone through that type of life that we're growing up. So it's
great to know that I'm not alone in this this part of our academic achievements
whereas a lot of us students feel like we are alone so these programs.
Participant L expressed that,
Phoenix Scholars recently conducted a spring retreat for students, and it was
really fun. I really love it was the amazing experience I had never had in my life.
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They taught us things like how to take our past and let go of the things that aren’t
good for us anymore.
Contrary to other perspectives, Participant G offers a different opinion:
I think it's me. I’m like less sociable or something, but I think that's you know my
own doing because I don't know- I never found like social events especially
helpful when it comes to like college, to be honest. I do not think that’s
interesting for me, so I never go.
Campus connection. Another one of the major findings of the study from the
domain of campus engagement opportunities identified how students that took advantage
of the opportunities to engage, felt more of a connection to the campus. This theme was
the second highest reported theme in Sub-Research Question 5. This theme was recorded
from 6 interview sources with 9 frequencies.
Participant B responded by saying,
I say that the campus engagement helped me feel a part of and not just some
foster kid going to college. Like I felt more like a college student; it really made
my clear college experience very enjoyable and liberating.
Participant C spoke of another event hosted by a campus support program:
Christmas dinner, which all of us were able to go to downtown was really cool
because you know we got to connect with each other, and it was nice to spend the
holidays with people you care about, you know? Even if it wasn't our families for
some of us, but it was so nice to have that engagement, you know, moment with
students, but I was so involved with school and we were still talking about like
our futures and goals.
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Finally, Participant H stated,
I was participating a lot in the Ujima program, which is kind of like black student
union a little bit, and we've done things like that help our community by serving
and a lot of fun things similar to that and that helps me be closer to the school. I
feel a part of the campus. I just feel like now I walk around campus knowing a lot
a lot of people.
Table 6 illustrates the major findings by frequency as it relates to student access to
campus engagement opportunities and the impact it has on academic achievement.
Table 6
Identified Campus Engagement Opportunities That Impact the Academic Achievement of
Students

Theme
Have taken advantage of college events and
workshops, associated student body, and/or clubs
Feel more connected to the college

Frequency
13

Number of
Sources
8

9

6

Most Frequent Codes
Table 7 synthesizes the top five most frequent themes that emerged from
throughout the entire study. The table outlines the themes, the frequency count, number
of sources, and correlated sub-research question.
The top two frequencies fell in the areas of financial assistance and the
meaningful connection made with college staff. Both having a frequency of 27 and 19
respectively, and representing the majority of the students’ interviewed.
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Table 7
Four Most Frequent Themes That Emerged From the Study

Frequency
27

Number
of Sources
11

Research Sub-Question
2

19

10

4

Program staff made
students feel comfortable
and helped when personal
issues arise.

15

8

1

Participation in several
support service programs
on campus at the same
time

15

10

1

Theme
Financial assistance
provided stress relief and
allowed for students to
focus on classwork rather
than having to focus on
making enough money to
live on.

Tutoring services are
helpful with academic
progress
Have taken advantage of
13
8
college events and
workshops, Associated
student body, and/or
clubs.
Note. Frequency controlled the sort in descending order.

5

Summary
Chapter IV presented the collected data and findings pertinent to this study. This
study focused on which specific student support services had an impact on the academic
achievement of community college students with foster care experience. The researcher
utilized the Six Success Factors of student achievement (theRPgroup, 2013) to align the
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interview questions as a means to determine the impact of the services offered by campus
support programs has on academic achievement. The target population of this study is
comprised of students that have foster care experience and that are currently enrolled at
Riverside City College, Norco College, or Moreno Valley College in Riverside County,
California. The researcher narrowed the population to 12 students that are enrolled in a
California community college within Riverside Community College District, had a
minimum of at least one semester at their current college, had experience in the foster
care system, and participate in a campus support program at their college.
Central Question
This phenomenological study was guided by the following research question:
How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at least one
major semester identify and describe the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement? Five research sub-questions were developed
to help guide the study.
1. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of academic support
on their academic achievement?
2. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of financial
assistance and resources on their academic achievement?
3. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of access to
dedicated space on campus on their academic achievement?

94

4. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of support from
program staff and faculty on their academic achievement?
5. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of inclusive campus
engagement opportunities on their academic achievement?
Research participants engaged in an in-depth, face-to-face interview at a location
of their choice. All interviews were recorded and transcribed using the Rev Transcription
service. The data was coded for emergent themes using NVivo coding software. To
increase reliability, the researcher utilized inter-coder reliability through working with a
peer researcher to code a portion of the data until a common conclusion was researched.
Chapter V presents conclusions based on the findings of the research study as well as the
implications for future actions and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Chapter V presents the major findings, conclusions, and implications for the
action based on the phenomenological study. Conclusions and implications were drawn
from the key findings of the research of literature and the study. The chapter closes with
recommendations for future research and concluding remarks on the topic.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe the lived
experiences of foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester regarding the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement.
Central Question
This phenomenological study was guided by the following research question:
How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at least one
major semester identify and describe the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement?
Research Sub-Questions
Five research sub-questions were developed to help guide the study.
1. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of academic support
on their academic achievement?
2. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of financial
assistance and resources on their academic achievement?
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3. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of access to
dedicated space on campus on their academic achievement?
4. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of support from
program staff and faculty on their academic achievement?
5. How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of inclusive campus
engagement opportunities on their academic achievement?
Methodology
The methodology selected for this qualitative study is phenomenology. Patton
(2015) describes this method as “carefully, and thoroughly capturing and describing how
people experience some phenomenon – how they perceive it, describe it, feel about it,
judge it, remember it, make sense of it, and talk about it with others” (p. 115). Since the
purpose of the study is to identify and describe the lived experiences of foster youth
students at a California community college as it relates to the effectiveness of the support
services they received, this methodology fits well. According to Patton qualitative
studies aim to collect a “deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of everyday
experiences…” (p. 115). This study examines the impact campus support services have
on academic success from the lived experiences of community college students that have
a background in foster care. Having an open case with CPS is a unique experience that
only children who spent any amount of time in foster care can understand, each
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individual having their own unique journey. As such, phenomenological is an
appropriate method for this study.
The goal of this qualitative research was to gain an understanding of the
effectiveness of support that colleges provide from a student’s perspective. What
services do students value the most and which ones do they see as contributing to their
academic success. This study will apply the use of interviews, directed toward
understanding their perspectives on their everyday lived experience with the phenomenon
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Lived experiences, from the voices of current and
former foster youth students, is referring to an individual’s view on the variables used in
this study, and what knowledge they may have acquired from these experiences.
Using in-depth interviews is a common method of data collection in qualitative
research. By framing each question as semi-structured/open-ended, the researcher gives
the interviewee freedom to respond with their specific experiences, behaviors, opinions,
feelings, and even sensory perceptions based on their individual experience (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2006). Participants in this study are encouraged to respond to interview
questions and disclose as much detail and emotions that they see fit. The most
appropriate design for this study is a phenomenological qualitative design, which will
utilize in-depth, semi-structured/open-ended interviews. The interviewer followed a
script, and all participants were asked the same questions. The data was collected, coded,
and analyzed using the program NVivo, to identify themes that emerged from the
participant responses.
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Population and Sample
The target population for this study was foster youth students that are currently
enrolled at Riverside City College, Norco College, or Moreno Valley College in
Riverside County, California. As such, the target population was foster youth students
participating in a campus support program at one of the colleges mentioned above. At
the time of this study there were approximately 346 students with experience in foster
care participating in a program at Riverside City College, Norco College and Moreno
Valley College (Riverside Community College District, 2019). Based on the 346
students from the target population, a sample of 12 foster youth students were chosen for
this phenomenological study.
Major Findings
The major findings of this qualitative phenomenological study are organized in
relations to each research sub question.
Summary of Findings Related to Research Sub-Question 1
Research Sub-Question 1 asked: How do foster youth at California community
colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify and describe the
impact of academic support on their academic achievement?
Finding 1: Students participate in multiple programs. One hundred percent
(12 of 12) of the study participants referenced that they are currently participating in
multiple student support programs on their college campus. Many students report not
only actively engaging with the foster youth program on campus, but also various other
programs such as EOPS, and TRIO as well as cultural engagement programs such as
Ujima. Programs offer a variety of services based on the available and permissible
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funding. Many students spoke to utilizing a variety of programs in order to get all their
needs met.
Finding 2: Tutoring. Fifty percent (6 of 12) of the study participants referenced
that they had at one time, or another utilized the tutoring services offered by the college.
Although many of the study participants mentioned that the tutoring, they received was
beneficial to their academics, they also commented that the service was not used on a
consistent basis.
Summary of Findings Related to Research Sub-Question 2
Research Sub Question 2 asked: How do foster youth at California community
colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify and describe the
impact of financial assistance and resources on their academic achievement?
Finding 3: Ways to pay. Ninety-two percent (11 of 12) of the study participants
referenced the immense benefits of financial aid, stating that if they did not have the
financial support from both the college and the support programs, that they would not be
able to pursue their educational goals. Many of the study participants spoke to the
multiple forms of financial aid that they use including the California promise waiver,
student fee assistance, the Chafee grant for foster youth, food vouchers, gas cards, unmet
needs grants, and other emergency assistance.
Finding 4: Financial assistance provided stress relief and allowed for
students to focus on classwork rather than having to focus on making enough
money to live on. Ninety-two percent (11 of 12) of the study participants
referenced that the financial support that they receive make it possible for them to attend
college. Many stated that they would be forced to work full time in order to survive and
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pay their living expenses. With the assistance that the students receive, they are afforded
the opportunity to work towards their educational goals full time and work part time.
Many also stated that they have taken advantage of the student employment opportunities
on campus as well, so that they can still prioritize their studies and have the convenience
of working at the same location. Without the stress of paying for many of the expenses
that college students experience each semester, the study participants commented that
having the financial assistance is such a relief to them, and allows them to focus on their
classes, which tend to produce higher academic outcomes.
Summary of Findings Related to Research Sub-Question 3
Research Sub Question 3 asked: How do foster youth at California community
colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify and describe the
impact of access to dedicated space on campus on their academic achievement?
Finding 5: A physical dedicated space on campus is an important place to
feel safe and meet other foster youth students on campus. Fifty percent (6 of
12) of the study participants referenced the safety and security that they feel when
accessing a resource and engagement center or other dedicated space on campus. By
experiencing a decrease in their stress level, the study participants reported feeling more
comfortable and at ease on campus which allowed them to focus on their classes. This
also led them to opening themselves up to other students within the support programs,
leading to an increase in community building among students. The capacity to network
with other students in a safe and welcoming environment leads to an increase in a
student’s sense of belonging, creating positive feelings and fun, and the ability to focus
their energies on the studies.
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Finding 6: Use the dedicated space on campus to study, grab a snack, and
have access to computers, printers, and school supplies. Sixty-six percent (8 of
12) of the study participants referenced the positive impact that the resource and
engagements centers have had on their academic achievement. The participants of the
study spoke to the convenience of having a place to go where they hang out, have access
to snacks and drinks, campus and community resources, and the program staff.
Additionally, research participants described the calming effect it has on them to belong
somewhere, and they can study or get help without fear of being judged. Students have
access to computers and printers, and other school supplies so that they are prepared for
their classes and/or exams. Furthermore, study participants made it a point to comment
on the importance of having a support program with a dedicated space for students
because they felt that the students are more likely to be acquainted and share experiences
with each other if they are given the time and space to hang out together.
Summary of Findings Related to Research Sub-Question 4
Research Sub-Question 4 asked: How do foster youth at California community
colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify and describe the
impact of support from program staff and faculty on their academic achievement?
Finding 7: Program staff go above and beyond. Seventy-five percent (9 of 12)
of the study participants referenced the importance of having authentic and caring
program staff with the student support programs. The college staff that the students
interact with the most are the ones that can influence the students experience the most.
Of the participants that stressed how crucial the interpersonal relationship is with college
staff, nearly all of them mentioned a staff member at their college by name. This
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significant connection with college staff creates that optimal environment where students
feel safe and heard, and comfortable. This is the environment where their needs are
being met, and the connection has been made to the college. Research has shown that
students want to feel like they belong and have a purpose on campus, and it begins with
finding a consistent, dependable, and welcoming person to interact with. This is
especially true for students that have experience with being in the foster care system.
Generally, this student population has experienced a time in their life when they felt like
they could not trust the adults around them. It is likely that they have not had a stable,
reliable, person there for them to come to for help. Several of the study participants
mention that it took some time for them to get to know the staff in the programs, but once
they knew that the staff was there to cheer them on, and was equipped to assist them with
whatever obstacles came there way, they felt lucky to have the support.
Finding 8: Program staff guide their education, especially because they do
not have the support of anyone at home that can help. Sixty-seven percent (7
of 12) of the study participants referenced the support that staff play in their educational
journeys. Staff play an important role in creating an environment for learning on campus.
Participants commented on the fact that they trust the programs staff to assist them in
keeping them on the right path, taking and registering the correct classes, and assisting
them with navigating the educational system. Participants who are current and/or former
foster youth students, recognize that they may not have the support of their families as
other general students have. With the program staff there to help them, the students do
not feel like they have to figure everything out for themselves.
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Finding 9: Program staff made students feel comfortable and helped when
personal issues arise. Eighty-three percent (10 of 12) of the study participants
referenced how important the support of the program staff was to their academic
achievement. Furthermore, the students that participated in the study noted that the
assistance that they received from program staff goes well beyond just academics. After
the connection and trust has been established, the students become familiar and
comfortable with the staff within the campus support programs. This meaningful
connection allows students the opportunity to bring their challenges and problems to a
trusted adult on campus. Providing support to a student is often times going to overlap
personal issues and educational issues. Students that are struggling to survive and meet
their basic needs will have a difficult time focusing in school and on their studies.
Program staff recognize that in order for a student to be successful in the classroom, they
may need other campus and community resources available to them for assistance.
Additionally, having college staff available who simply listen to students when they need
someone to talk to is a very powerful and intentional way to support a student’s journey.
Based on the responses from the study participants, this is viewed as an important factor
for their success.
Summary of Findings Related to Research Sub Question 5
Research Sub Question 5 asked: How do foster youth at California community
colleges who have completed at least one major semester identify and describe the
impact of inclusive campus engagement opportunities on their academic achievement?
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Finding 10: Student take advantage of college events and workshops,
associated student body, and/or clubs. Sixty-six percent (8 of 12) of the study
participants referenced how important taking advantages of campus engagement
opportunities was to their academic achievement. Research participants identified that
many times, they are given the information regarding campus activities and other
opportunities to get involved come directly from the staff within the support programs.
Students recognized that by choosing to get involved in campus activities, they are more
likely to meet new people, and to stay on campus longer. Students shared their
experiences with going on retreat, or celebrating the holidays with other students on
campus. Their positive experience has lead them to create feelings of belonging, and an
understanding that this will help them build socialization skills that will be helpful in the
future. However, not all of the study participants had positive remarks pertaining to
campus engagement opportunities. Several participants mentioned the effect that the
COVID-19 college closure had on their academics, and their abilities to participate in
campus activities. In March 2020, all three colleges within the Riverside Community
College District were forced to close the campuses due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Classes swiftly transitioned to an online format, and the campus engagement activities
were almost non-existent. Colleges reopened for face-to-face classes again in August
2021, and while colleges are welcoming students back with some in-person activities, not
all students are ready to experience being around a large number of people just yet.
Finding 11: Feel more connected to the college. Fifty percent (6 of 12) of the
study participants referenced how important feeling connected to the college was to their
academic achievement. The feeling of being connected to a school is really based on the
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positive interactions that the students has had on the campus, and how comfortable and
safe they feel. College can seem overwhelming and intimidating for new students and
especially for students with experience in the foster care system. Program staff have the
ability to make a college feel smaller and more manageable by personalizing the
experience for students, and providing purposeful support services. Additionally, campus
activities can have that effect on students as well. Through interaction with more people
on campus, the level of familiarity rises as the level of discomfort and anxiety decreases.
Taking into consideration the effect that the COVID-19 pandemic had on college
students, some students are yearning for the opportunity to connect with the campus,
while others may hesitate to rush back into the way things were before.
Unexpected Findings
Through the review of literature and the qualitative research study, four
unexpected finding were uncovered.
Finding 12: More Emphasis on Mental Health and Wellness Support
Only one of the study participants referenced the mental health support that
campus programs provide to students. With all of the research presented in Chapter III,
there was a strong call for colleges’ to provide more mental health and wellness support.
One study participant did comment on the possibility of offering opportunities for
students to meditate, however the other participants did not elaborate on the challenges
that they face with their mental health and wellness.
Finding 13: Overall, the Services That the College Provides Meet my Needs
Fifty-eight percent (7 of 12) of the study participants when asked, stated that they
believed that the student support programs overall provided services that met their needs.
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With the exception of mental health support that was mentioned only two times, and
meditation for students that was mentioned once, the study participants did not have any
suggestions on additional services that the college programs should be providing to
students to help them be successful.
Finding 14: Parenting Students are Prevalent
Out of the 12 students that were interviewed for this study, three of them (25%),
referenced that they are a parent in addition to being a college student. Being a parent
while pursuing educational goals is no easy journey. There are many added challenges
that parenting students must endure.
Conclusions
Based on the findings of this study as supported by literature, the following
conclusions were reached.
Conclusion 1: Creating Meaningful Connections Between Program Staff and
Students are key to Motivating Students
Support for students with experience in the foster care system should be centered
around providing stable and caring mentors or adults in their lives. A person who is
reliable and can facilitate an authentic relationship in support of the student’s goals and
aspirations. Creating this type of connection must go beyond the act of completing
paperwork or having one discussion about a student’s major. Meaningful connections
with college staff is what students report as being the biggest factor in creating a positive
college experience. This type of intentional service to students require building trust
over time, and providing intensive services that aim to meet the needs of students as a
whole. It is concluded that college staff working within a campus support program play a
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significant role in creating an atmosphere on campus where students can thrive and
increase their academic performance.
Conclusion 2: Financial Assistance are Necessary for Keeping Students in College
A student’s ability to obtain enough money to pay for college tuition, books, and
other necessary supplies has a significant impact on their likelihood of persisting through
their education. However, financial assistance has proven the need to extend beyond
merely covering the school expenses. If a student wants to remain on track to graduate
within a reasonable timeframe, it is best for the student to attend full time. The
dedication and commitment to attend full time is significant, and reduces the student’s
capacity to work. For students that have experience in foster care, the burden and
responsibility of providing for their basic living expenses fall on them. For many
students, they do not have the support of family to assist them, should financial
challenges arise. Situations in life such as emergencies or unexpected repairs can derail a
student’s budget even in the best of circumstances. For the past two and a half years,
students were working through the financial impact that the COVID-19 pandemic had.
Having wraparound financial support available that can step in and help through college
support programs, is the difference between whether a student can complete their
education or not.
Conclusion 3: Feeling Safe on Campus is Crucial for Students
Study participants detailed the importance of creating a learning environment
where students feel a sense of security and comfort. Students are much more likely to
thrive and be successful in a place that meets them where they are, and helps them to
build networks of support inside of the classroom as well as outside. Many of the
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participants spoke to how overwhelmed they felt about starting college and how much
anxiety they had at first. This is why many students gravitate towards the campus
support programs, because they are looking to find their place and their people.
Conclusion 4: Tutoring Services Were Beneficial When Utilized
Of all the campus academic services available to students, tutoring was the
service most mentioned by the study participants. While several of the students spoke to
the benefits that they received when utilizing the tutoring services, both in-person as well
as online, the frequency to which the students used it was not clear. Student participants
provided specific examples when they used tutoring for an exam or paper, but did not
elaborate on whether it was a common practice for them to utilize the service
consistently. We can conclude that academic services such as tutoring would provide a
positive impact on a student’s academic success if used on a consistent basis as to benefit
each of the classes that the student was enrolled in.
Implications for Action
Based on the research findings, there are a number of possible actions that can be
taken by school leaders in the pursuit of increasing the academic achievement for
community college students with foster care experience.
Implication 1: Resource Allocation to Ensure Stability of Program Staff Positions
School leaders and administrators need to recognize the importance of support
programs, and need to develop specific structures that create stable funding for staff
positions within the campus support programs. Often times these positions are either
categorically funded by the state, federal grants, or philanthropic endeavors, and therefore
subjected to the fluctuation in available funds from outside entities. Additionally, these
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positions are sometimes only part time employment opportunities. Many times by
offering only part time recruitments, an institution will only attract applicants with
minimal qualifications. With sufficient full time staff positions built into the colleges’
expenses, these positions would create stability, for not only the employees, but also
more importantly for the students, and it would allow programs to provide consistent
services. This would also show evidence of the colleges’ commitment to serving the
unique needs of their different student populations.
Implication 2: Intentional Hiring Practices for Program Staff
Another actionable step that can be taken at an institutional level in order to
ensure that high quality services are provided to students with experience in foster care is
to review the recruitment and hiring practices that are implemented when filling positions
within the campus support programs. There are many factors to consider when
adequately staffing a campus support program, and ensuring that an organization finds
the right people to fill those positions. By reviewing the job description, and expressing
the true needs of the program and expectations for the staffing positions, an institution
would be in a good position to attract highly qualified applicants.
Implication 3: Focus on Relationship-Building
All college employees must remain focused on relationship-building as a primary
aspect of their role within the school’s climate. Support staff are an important part of
these relationships, both with students and with community partners that provide
resources to students. Staff members must seek ways to intentionally build relationships
with colleagues on campus as well as to provide seamless direct services across
departments to students. Coordinating, attending and participating in student activities
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and opportunities for outreach serves is one way staff members can connect with all
members of the community. Positive relationship building with colleagues can make a
college a more effective environment for students. Finally, by having staff that model
appropriate behaviors and strategies behind relationship building and working with all
types of people, it sets a good example for students to experience, learn, and take with
them to implement in their own lives.
Implication 4: Investment in Training for Program Staff
Lastly, a step that an educational institution can implement in working towards
increasing the academic achievement in students with experience in foster care is to
review and ensure that the staff members that are working with students continue to be
supported by college. The best way to support staff members at the college is to provide
ample opportunities to learn a variety of tools that will assist them in performing their job
at a high level. An example of effective professional development opportunities would
include trainings on customer service. Permitting staff to complete training prepares
them to engage effectively not only with students but with colleagues and members of the
community as well. Training staff within the campus support programs on how to
effectively engage with different members of their community. Customer service
training programs can give staff the behavioral skills and tools they need, as well as the
confidence to effectively deescalate situations with difficult students, and remain
professional in all circumstances. Furthermore, trauma informed training would also
prepare staff to work with students that have experienced trauma or may have mental
health challenges. Research has suggested that each child that has been removed from
their original family, regardless of the circumstances, experiences a level of trauma.
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Trauma can effect each person differently and presents itself in a number of ways.
Giving staff members the language and strategies to help students effectively is the best
way to build a connection with them.
Recommendations for Further Research
Based on the research findings and limitations inherent to this study, the
researcher recommends the following avenues for future research related to the impact
California community college campus support programs.
•

A similar study, conducted in the California community college system,
looking at the specific GPA or Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) of the
students with foster care experience that participate in the study. The
researcher would be able to determine the level of impact that the support
services had on the grades of students.

•

A similar study, conducted in a California community college, with a different
student population in a different student support program. This would gain
insights into the capacity for the services to be generalized to a larger
population of students in search of scalability.

•

An in-depth study on support program staff members and their various roles
within the college to identify and describe attributes that lead to building a
meaningful connection with students on campus.

•

A similar study, conducted in a similar setting, but interviewing students with
foster care experience questions pertaining to their mental health and wellness
needs. The results would contribute to the development of further student
support services that educational institutions could implement.
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•

A similar study conducted at a community college, that identifies and
describes how foster youth students that have experienced trauma are
impacted by student support services in community colleges.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections

Working with students that have experience in the foster care system has been one
of the most meaningful and rewarding jobs in my career. I have had the pleasure of
connecting with students that have exhibited personal resilience and have fought for
everything that they have. Many of these young adults have struggled to find a place to
belong and to feel cared for. I have seen many examples of how the community college
environment can provide a shelter for these students as they do the work to find out who
they are, and to make a better life for themselves. I feel like everyone should have that
opportunity. The intention behind this study was to take inventory of how far colleges
have come in providing support to students with experience in foster care, and to
understand the effectiveness of these services from the students’ point of view and lived
experiences. Many colleges have worked hard to create and build programs for students
to take advantage of, and I would like to see them continue to move forward in providing
services that are truly going to meet the ever-changing needs of students. What I mean
by ever-changing, is that based on the values and priorities of our society, wraparound
services will look different at times. Prime example, is the COVID-19 pandemic. No
one could have anticipated that this virus was going to change the way that all of us live,
work, and engage with other people. No one was prepared for what the substantial
impact was going to be on our employment rates, mental and physical health, and even
our children. With that mind, the needs of students changed dramatically as well.
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Students were reaching out in need of more emergency assistance to pay rent, car repairs,
and other basic needs such as food and cleaning supplies. When there is a significant
change in needs, it becomes an important time for support programs to evaluate the
effectiveness of their services to ensure they are still relevant. I was inspired by the fact
that the study participants emphasized the importance of the meaningful connection with
college staff as the biggest factor in increasing their academic performance, because even
after everything shifted in their lives, it is still the human connection and need to feel
valued that makes the biggest difference.
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APPENDIX B
Invitation to Participate
Study: The Road to Completion: Campus-Based Support Services that Lead to an
Increase in Success Rates for Postsecondary Students with Foster Care Experience Using
the Six Factors of Student Success

August 2021
Dear Prospective Study Participant:
My name is Whitney D. Ortega and I am currently a doctoral candidate at UMass Global
in the organizational leadership program. I am conducting a study that explores the
impact campus-based student support services has on the academic success rates for
foster youth students in California community college’s. This study will fill the gap in
the research by using a qualitative analysis to gain a better perspective of how much these
services impact a student’s success in postsecondary education.
An extensive search of the literature produced no results explicitly using the lived
experiences of students about the specific support services offered on the college campus
that contributed to their academic success. This gap will be addressed in this research
study. Approximately 12 community college students with experience in foster care will
be enrolled in this study. Participation should require about one to one and a half hours
of your time and is entirely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time
without consequences.
I have these criteria to participate in this study:
• Is currently or has had experience in the foster care system.
•

Currently attending one of the colleges selected for this study. These colleges
are Riverside City College, Norco College, and Moreno Valley College.

•

Qualify and participate in the campus support program for foster youth
students at their respective college.

•

Completed a minimum of one major term at their college.

PURPOSE: The purpose of this phenomenological study is to identify and describe the
lived experiences of foster youth at California community colleges who have completed
at least one major semester regarding the impact of their participation in campus support
programs on their academic achievement.
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PROCEDURES: In participating in this research study, you agree to partake in an
interview. The interview will take a minimum of one hour and will be audio-recorded
and you will be asked a series of questions designed to elicit your input on the utilization
and effectiveness of campus support services. The interview will take place using the
virtual platform, Zoom.
RISKS, INCONVINENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: There are no known major risks
or discomforts associated with this research. The session will be held at a location of
your choosing to minimize inconvenience.
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for participation,
however, your input and feedback could help determine the effectiveness of campusbased support programs for current and former foster youth students at a California
community college. The information from this study is intended to inform researchers,
policymakers, and educators. Additionally, the findings and recommendations from this
study will be made available to all participants.
ANONYMITY: Records of information that you provide for the research study, and any
personal information you provide, will not be linked in any way. It will not be possible
to identify you as the person who provided any specific information for the study.
You are encouraged to ask questions, at any time, that will help you understand how this
study will be performed and/or how it will affect you. You may contact me at by email at
[redacted]. You can also contact Dr. Phil Pendley, Dissertation Chair, by email at
pendley@umassglobal.edu. If you have any further questions or concerns about this
study or your rights as a study participant, you may write or call the Office of the
Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, University of Massachusetts Global,
16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.
I very much appreciate your time and consideration in participating in this study.
Very Respectfully,
Whitney D. Ortega
Doctoral Candidate, UMass Global
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APPENDIX C
Informed Consent
INFORMATION ABOUT: A qualitative study of which campus-based student support
programs can impact the academic achievement of community college students with
experience in foster care in Riverside County, California.
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: The Road to Completion: Campus-Based Support
Services that Lead to an Increase in Success Rates for Postsecondary Students with
Foster Care Experience Using the Six Factors of Student Success
UMass Global
16355 Laguna Canyon Road
Irvine, CA 92618
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Whitney Ortega, Doctoral Candidate
TITLE OF CONSENT FORM: Consent to Participate in Research
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study
conducted by Whitney Ortega, a doctoral student from the Doctor of Education in
Organizational Leadership program at University of Massachusetts Global. The purpose
of this phenomenological study is to identify and describe the lived experiences of foster
youth at California community colleges who have completed at least one major semester
regarding the impact of their participation in campus support programs on their academic
achievement.
An extensive search of the literature produced no results explicitly using the lived
experiences of students about the specific support services offered on the college campus
that contributed to their academic success. This gap will be addressed in this research
study. Approximately 12 community college students with experience in foster care will
be enrolled in this study. Participation should require about one to one and a half hours
of your time and is entirely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time
without consequences.
PROCEDURES: By participating in this study, I agree to participate in a one-on-one
interview with the researcher. The interview will last between one and one and a half
hours. Completion of the interview will take place in September of 2021 or October of
2021.
I understand that:
a. There are no known major risks or discomforts associated with this research. The
session will be held at a location of my choosing to minimize inconvenience.
b. There are no major benefits to me for participation, but a potential may be that I
will have an opportunity to share my lived experiences as a community college
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student. The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to
the research regarding how campus-based support programs contribute to the
academic success of foster youth students. The findings will be available to me at
the conclusion of the study.
c. Money will not be provided for my time and involvement; however, I will receive
gift of appreciation from the researcher following the interview.
d. Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be answered
by Whitney Ortega, University of Massachusetts Doctoral Candidate. I
understand that Mrs. Ortega may be contacted by email at [redacted].
e. I understand that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from this study at any
time without any negative consequences. Also, the investigator may stop the
study at any time.
f. I understand that the audio recordings will be used to transcribe the interview. I
understand that the recordings will not be used beyond the scope of this project.
Upon completion of the study all transcripts and notes taken by the researcher
during the interview will be shredded.
g. I also understand that no information that identifies me will be released without
my separate consent and that all identifiable information will be protected to the
limits allowed by law. If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I
will be so informed, and my consent re-obtained. I understand that if I have any
questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed consent
process, I may write or call the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of
Academic Affairs, University of Massachusetts Global, and 16355 Laguna
Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the Research Participant’s Bill
of Rights. I have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily consent to the
procedures(s) set forth. I have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily
consent to the procedures(s) set forth.
_________________________________________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

Date

Signature of Witness (if appropriate)

Date

Signature of Principal Investigator

Date
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APPENDIX D
Audio Release Form
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: The Road to Completion: Campus-Based Support
Services that Lead to an Increase in Success Rates for Postsecondary Students with
Foster Care Experience Using the Six Factors of Student Success

University of Massachusetts Global
16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD
IRVINE, CA 92618
I authorize Whitney Ortega, University of Massachusetts Global Doctoral Candidate, to
record my voice. I give University of Massachusetts Global and all persons or entities
associated with this research study permission or authority to use this recording for
activities associated with this research study.
I understand that the recording will be used for transcription purposes and the
information obtained during the interview may be published in a journal/dissertation or
presented at meetings/presentations.
I will be consulted about the use of the audio recordings for any purpose other than those
listed above. Additionally, I waive any right to royalties or other compensation arising
correlated to the use of information obtained from the recording.
By signing this form, I acknowledge that I have completely read and fully understand the
above release and agree to the outlined terms. I hereby release all claims against any
person or organization utilizing this material.

_________________________________________________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

130

__________________
Date

APPENDIX E
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
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APPENDIX F
Interview Protocol
Interviewer: Whitney Ortega
Interview time planned: Approximately one hour
Interview place: A convenient agreed upon location, video conference or phone
Recording: Digital voice recorders
Written: Field and observational notes
Introductions: Introduce ourselves to one another.
Opening Statement: [Interviewer states:] Thank you for taking time to meet with me
and agreeing to participate in this interview. To review, the purpose of this
phenomenological study is to identify and describe the lived experiences of foster youth
at California community colleges who have completed at least one major semester
regarding the impact of their participation in campus support programs on their academic
achievement. The questions I will ask are written to elicit this information and to provide
you an opportunity to share any personal stories and experiences you have had, at your
discretion, throughout this interview. Also, your identity will remain anonymous, our
interview will not take place until after a consent form is signed, and I encourage you to
be open and honest for the purposes of this research study.
Interview Agenda: [Interviewer states:] I anticipate this interview will take about an
hour today. As a review of the process leading up to this interview, you were invited to
participate via phone call or email and signed an informed consent form that outlined the
interview process and the condition of complete anonymity for this study. We will begin
with reviewing the Letter of Invitation, Informed Consent Form, the Participant’s Bill of
Rights, and the Audio Release Form. Then after reviewing all the forms, you will be
asked to sign documents pertinent for this study, which include the Informed Consent and
Audio Release Form. Next, I will begin the audio recorders and ask a list of questions
related to the purpose of the study. I may take notes as the interview is being recorded.
If you are uncomfortable with me taking notes, please let me know and I will only
continue with the audio recording of the interview. Finally, I will stop the recorder and
conclude our interview session. After your interview is transcribed, you will receive a
copy of the complete transcripts to check for accuracy prior to the data being analyzed.
Please remember that anytime during this process you have the right to stop the
interview. If at any time you do not understand the questions being asked, please do not
hesitate to ask for clarification. Are there any questions or concerns before we begin with
the questions?
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Background Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Are you currently a student at a California community college?
Which college do you currently attend?
How long have you been a student at your current community college?
Do you have experience with being in foster care?
Do you currently participate in any campus support programs on your college?

Content Questions: The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and
describe the lived experiences of foster youth at California community colleges who have
completed at least one major semester regarding the impact of their participation in
campus support programs on their academic achievement.
RQ1 - How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of academic support on their
academic achievement?
IQ1 – Please identify the academic support services you have received during
your time as a community college student.
IQ2 – Please describe the impact these academic support services have had on
your academic achievement.
RQ2 - How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of financial assistance and
resources on their academic achievement?
IQ3 – Please identify the academic financial assistance and resources you have
received during your time as a community college student.
IQ4 – Please describe the impact these financial assistance and resources have
had on your academic achievement.
RQ3 - How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of access to dedicated space on
campus has on their academic achievement?
IQ5 – Please identify the access to dedicated space on campus you have received
during your time as a community college student.
IQ6 – Please describe the impact access to dedicated space on campus have had
on your academic achievement.
RQ4 - How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of support from program staff
and faculty on their academic achievement?
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IQ7 – Please identify the support from program staff and faculty you have
received during your time as a Community college student.
IQ8 – Please describe the impact these support from program staff and faculty
have had on your academic achievement.
RQ5 - How do foster youth at California community colleges who have completed at
least one major semester identify and describe the impact of inclusive campus
engagement opportunities on their academic achievement?
IQ9 – Please identify the inclusive campus engagement opportunities you have
received during your time as a community college student.
IQ10 – Please describe the impact inclusive campus engagement opportunities
have had on your academic achievement.

Potential Follow-Up Question(s):
1. Are there any final comments you would like to make before we conclude?
2.
Possible probes that can be added to any question, for clarification:
1. “Would you expand upon that a bit?"
2. “Do you have more to add?”
3. “What did you mean by ….”
4. “Why do think that was the case?”
5. “Could you please tell me more about…. “
6. “Can you give me an example of ....”
7. “How did you feel about that?”
Closing Statement:
These are all the questions I have for you at this time. Thank you very much for your
time today and your willingness to allow me to interview you for my dissertation. If you
would like a copy of my research at the conclusion of my study, I will be happy to
provide that for you. Please accept this as a small token of my appreciation for your
participation.
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APPENDIX G
Alignment Table
Student Support (Re)Defined:
Six Success Factors that
Support Student Achievement
(theRPgroup, 2013)
Directed & Focused

Research Questions
RQ1 - How do foster
youth at California
community colleges who
have completed at least
one major semester
identify and describe the
impact of academic
support on their
academic achievement?

Interview Question(s)
IQ1 – Please identify the academic
support services you have received
during your time as a Community
College student.
IQ2 – Please describe the impact these
academic support services have had on
your academic achievement.
Probe: Can you give me an example
of the impact?
Probe: Is there anything that you
would like to add about your
experience with academic support?

RQ2 - How do foster
youth at California
community colleges who
have completed at least
one major semester
identify and describe the
impact of financial
assistance and resources
on their academic
achievement?

IQ3 – Please identify the academic
financial assistance and resources you
have received during your time as a
community college student.
IQ4 – Please describe the impact these
financial assistance and resources have
had on your academic achievement.
Probe: Can you give me an example
of the impact?
Probe: Is there anything that you
would like to add about your
experience with financial assistance?

Focused

RQ3 - How do foster
youth at California
community colleges who
have completed at least
one major semester
identify and describe the
impact of access to
dedicated space on
campus has on their
academic achievement?

IQ5 – Please identify the access to
dedicated space on campus you have
received during your time as a
community college student.
IQ6 – Please describe the impact access
to dedicated space on campus have had
on your academic achievement.
Probe: Can you give me an example
of the impact?
Probe: Is there anything that you
would like to add about your
experience with a dedicated space on
campus?

Connected & Engaged
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RQ4 - How do foster
youth at California
community colleges who
have completed at least
one major semester
identify and describe the
impact of support from
program staff and faculty
on their academic
achievement?

IQ7 – Please identify the support from
program staff and faculty you have
received during your time as a
community college student.
IQ8 – Please describe the impact these
support from program staff and faculty
have had on your academic
achievement.
Probe: Can you give me an example
of the impact?
Probe: Is there anything that you
would like to add about your
experience with college staff and
faculty?

Connected, Engaged, Valued &
Nurtured

RQ5 - How do foster
youth at California
community colleges who
have completed at least
one major semester
identify and describe the
impact of inclusive
campus engagement
opportunities on their
academic achievement?

IQ9 – Please identify the inclusive
campus engagement opportunities you
have received during your time as a
community college student.
IQ10 – Please describe the impact
inclusive campus engagement
opportunities have had on your
academic achievement.
Probe: Can you give me an example
of the impact?
Probe: Is there anything that you
would like to add about your
experience with campus activities?

Engaged, Valued & Nurtured

NOTES:
1.
2.
3.

Each Research Question must be addressed.
Interview Questions should tie directly to a Research Question.
Each Interview Question should have a source/rationale for asking it that ties directly to the
purpose and RQ’s of the study so the information acquired addresses the Purpose and RQ’s.
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